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1 
INTRODUCTION 
1.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE TOPIC 
1.1.1 MEDIEVAL CHRISTIAN CHARMS IN THEIR CONTEXT 
 
The medieval use of charms can perhaps best be characterized as a 
means of managing the uncertainties presented by day-to-day life. Like 
people today, people in the Middle Ages were faced with medical 
issues – such as diseases and dangers during childbirth –, social issues – 
such as theft and injustice –, and large-scale, supra-individual issues – 
such as war and natural disasters. Whereas people today have the 
means to limit the uncertainty flowing from these issues – for instance, 
through medical care and systems of social security and protection –, 
these means were not as self-evident for people in the Middle Ages. 
Charms were a relatively accessible method for dealing with these 
insecurities. Moreover, they were convenient in the sense that they could 
be adapted to address any particular issue. Not only did charms have a 
wide range of functions, they also covered a wide variety of 
phenomena. Broadly speaking, medieval charms could be classified as 
material – for instance, a horseshoe nailed over a door –, as verbal – i.e., 
consisting of words –, or as a combination of the two.  
  This dissertation focuses on verbal charms: (combinations of) 
letters, words and sentences, often formulaic and sometimes associated 
with certain objects or actions, that aim to influence reality for the better 
by means of supernatural intervention.1 The type of verbal charm that is 
                                                 
1 Cf. Thomas R. Forbes, “Verbal Charms in British Folk Medicine,” Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society 115 (1971): 293; Jonathan Roper, English Verbal Charms, FF 
Communications 288 (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 2005), 15. 
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central to this dissertation is the Heavenly Letter charm. Before the 
Heavenly Letter charm is described in section 1.1.2 below, a general 
description of the contexts of medieval verbal charms is presented.  
 It stands to reason that orality played a role in the use and 
transmission of charms in the Middle Ages, although the extent to which 
it played a role cannot be easily determined.2 The words used to denote 
charms certainly point to a connection with orality: Middle English 
charme, like Present-day English charm, is a derivative of the Latin word 
carmen, meaning ‘song’. Similarly, the Old English word for charm, 
gealdor, is based on the verb galan, ‘to sing’. The Present-day English 
word incantation, finally, is based on the Latin verb cantare, ‘to sing’.3 
However, whether this etymological relation between charms and 
singing was consciously established or even perceived in medieval 
English remains uncertain. Not in the least because evidence for the role 
of orality in medieval charms can only be found in written sources. Thus, 
an Old English charm against nightmares telling its user to “sing this same 
prayer at night before you go to your rest” (sing þis ylce gebed on niht 
ær þu to þinum reste ga)4 indicates that some degree of orality was 
required for this particular charm to be effective, but it does not reveal 
whether this charm – and others like it – ever circulated in oral form, for 
instance. Anglo-Saxon and Middle English written sources do, however, 
witness, as Olsan concludes in her study of the oral elements in medieval 
                                                 
2 For this purpose, I do not conceive of orality as strictly belonging to “a culture totally 
untouched by any knowledge of writing or print” (Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy: The 
Technologizing of the Word [London: Routledge, 2002], 11). Rather, I consider the orality of 
verbal charms to lie both in the need for vocalization or oral performance of the charms as 
well as in their oral circulation. Cf. Ong, Orality and Literacy, 32-33, 117, 154; Lea T. Olsan, 
“Latin Charms of Medieval England: Verbal Healing in a Christian Oral Tradition,” Oral 
Tradition 7.1 (1992): 120-24; Edina Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée,” Cahiers de 
Recherches Médiévales et Humanistes 8 (2001), accessed July 30, 2013, doi: 
10.4000/crm.397. 
3 Olsan, “Latin Charms of Medieval England,” 116-17. 
4 London, British Library, Cotton Caligula A. xv, fol. 140r. The charm can be found in its 
entirety in chapter 2, section 5.3 below. See also Karen L. Jolly, “Tapping the Power of the 
Cross: Who and for Whom?,” in The Place of the Cross in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. 
Catherine E. Karkov, Sarah L. Keefer and Karen L. Jolly, Publications of the Manchester 
Centre for Anglo-Saxon Studies 4 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006), 63, n. 17; 64. 
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English written charms, that the written or textual aspect of charms 
increasingly overshadows the remnants of an oral tradition.5  
 Although medieval verbal charms can hardly be considered a 
homogeneous text category, there are some common denominators, 
aside from an oral origin. The majority of charms surviving in written form 
require to be spoken, sung, or memorized, and some require to be worn 
on the body.6 The latter are labeled amulets.7 Verbal charms are often 
multilingual, with vernacular introductions and instructions, and other 
elements – letters, words, phrases, and formulas – in Greek, Latin, and 
Hebrew.8 They occur in poetic as well as in prose form. An example of a 
bipartite, multilingual charm in prose form can be seen in Figure 1. This 
Middle English charm has a vernacular introduction stating that any 
Christian person who wears the charm on their body or who says it (as an 
incantation) once or twice every day is protected against all danger. 
This introduction indicates that the charm could be used verbally, or as 
an amulet. The charm itself is in Latin. The vernacular introduction is 
written in red ink, while the charm proper is written in black ink, marking 
the division between the two parts of the charm even more clearly. One 
of the most striking things about this charm is the fact that someone 
crossed out the introduction – the element that effectively and explicitly 
turns the text into a charm. Possible reasons for deleting the introduction 
to this charm are discussed further on in this chapter. This visible 
intervention from the side of the user of this particular book does, 
                                                 
5 Olsan, “Latin Charms of Medieval England,” 120-24. 
6 Thomas M. Smallwood, “The Transmission of Charms in English, Medieval and Modern,” in 
Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2004), 17, and “Conformity and Originality in Middle English Charms,” in Charms, Charmers 
and Charming: International Research on Verbal Magic, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 88-93. 
7 E.g., Roper, English Verbal Charms, 188-89. 
8 Tony Hunt, Popular Medicine in Thirteenth-Century England: Introduction and Texts 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1990), 80, 91; Karen L. Jolly, Catharina Raudvere, and Edward 
Peters, The Middle Ages, vol. 3 of Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, ed. Bengt Ankarloo and 
Stuart Clark (London: Athlone Press, 2002), 40. Sometimes the content of the charm proper 
could be linked to the charm’s function; for instance, blood-staunching charms may 
mention Longinus’ spear creating Christ’s side wound, or refer to the Jordan as a symbol for 
flowing blood. In other cases, there is no perceivable link between the function of a charm 
and its content.   
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however, introduce the first question of context, namely in which 
material contexts charms appeared, and in which material contexts they 
were accepted or expected by their medieval audience. 
 
Fig. 1. Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley 850, fol. 95v. 
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Versatile as they were, the occurrence of charms was not restricted to a 
particular context.9 However, when it comes to the material context of 
medieval charms, an important question that should be asked is whether 
a particular charm was meant to be included in its context, i.e., whether 
it was a planned part of the manuscript or roll, or added at a later stage. 
Anglo-Saxon charms occur as purposeful elements of medical 
knowledge in leechbooks and in encyclopedic collections of 
miscellaneous notes, recipes, and prognostications.10 They were 
perceived by their audience as part of the practice of medicine.11 
Charms in the Middle English period also occur as planned elements, for 
instance in amulet rolls. Figure 2 represents an example of an amulet roll 
containing multiple charms in Latin and in English that offered protection 
against natural dangers and health problems, most notably problems 
during childbirth, as well as social adversities and a sudden or violent 
death. This combination of charms renders the amulet roll – in modern 
terms – a broad-spectrum protective device. Rolls were in fact pre-
eminently suitable as carriers of charms: they were cheaper than 
manuscripts – especially the rolls that were produced informally – as they 
required no binding and they were consequently relatively easy to come 
by, their dimensions made it possible to make multiple short but related 
texts visible at a glance, and they were easy to pack and transport, for 
instance, when worn on the body as amulets.12 The roll in Figure 2, for 
                                                 
9 Orlanda S. H. Lie, “Verborgen kennis in de Middeleeuwen. De magische recepten van het 
Hattemse handschrift C 5,” in Een wereld van kennis. Bloemlezing uit de Middelnederlandse 
artesliteratuur, ed. Erwin Huizenga, Orlanda S. H. Lie and Lenny M. Veltman (Hilversum: 
Verloren, 2002), 197.  
10 E.g., Lea T. Olsan, “The Corpus of Charms in the Middle English Leechcraft Remedy 
Books,” in Charms, Charmers and Charming: International Research on Verbal Magic, ed. 
Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 214; Jolly, Raudvere, and Peters, 
The Middle Ages, 29. 
11 Smallwood, “Conformity and Originality,” 87-88.  
12 E.g., Don Skemer, Binding Words: Textual Amulets in the Middle Ages (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 125; Victor M. Schmidt, “Some Notes on Scrolls in 
the Middle Ages,” Quaerendo 41 (2011): 375; Dieuwke van der Poel, “Spreukstrofen op een 
perkamenten rol,” Tijdschrift voor Nederlandse Taal- en Letterkunde 132.2 (2007): 111-12; 
Pamela R. Robinson, “The Format of Books: Books, Booklets and Rolls,” in The Cambridge 
History of the Book in Britain, vol. 2, ed. Nigel Morgan and Rodney M. Thomson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 45; Theodore C. Skeat, “Roll versus Codex – A New 
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instance, measures approximately 8.5 x 121 centimetres. When rolled up 
– as it was and still is – it must have been easy to carry around. Moreover, 
rolls such as the one in Figure 2 were suitable to be used as birth girdles: 
amulets in the form of long strips of parchment or paper that could be 
wound around the belly during pregnancy or childbirth. It is indeed 
feasible that collections of charms were frequently copied into rolls due 
to the practical benefits of the material appearance of rolls. These 
collections of charms in rolls were not so much reference works for 
medical practitioners, like the Anglo-Saxon leechbooks were. They rather 
appear to be purposefully put together to form a protective whole, with 
all the charms combined serving as a means of protection for the user of 
the amulet roll, as is the case for the amulet roll in Figure 2.  
                                                                                                                       
Approach?,” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 84 (1990): 297; Jan Willem Klein, 
“(Middelnederlandse) handschriften: productieomstandigheden, soorten, functies,” 
Queeste 2 (1995): 20; 20, n. 93; Franz H. Bäuml and Richard H. Rouse, “Roll and Codex: A 
New Manuscript Fragment of Reinmar von Zweter,” Beiträge zur Geschichte der deutschen 
Sprache und Literatur 105 (1983): 231; Nigel Ramsay, “Archive Books,” in The Cambridge 
History of the Book in Britain, vol. 2, ed. Nigel Morgan and Rodney M. Thomson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 422. 
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    a.                             b.   c.                    d.                   
 
Fig. 2. London, British Library, Harley T.11 in its entirety (a) and in three 
excerpts (b-d).13 
                                                 
13 See chapter 5 of this dissertation; William S. Simpson, “On a Magical Roll Preserved in the 
British Museum,” Journal of the British Archaeological Association 48 (1892). 
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This shift from charms as part of the realm of medical knowledge 
and practice to charms as privately employed protective devices is not 
only visible in late medieval English rolls, but also in manuscripts. Although 
collections of charms still feature in late medieval English miscellanies, 
charms also frequently occur scribbled in the margins of manuscripts 
containing unrelated texts,14 or in the blank space left at the end of a 
quire.15 These charms were perhaps added ad hoc by a scribe simply 
because there was room left, or by the owner of a book because he or 
she knew or had use for a particular charm. This means that the range of 
material contexts of charms grew, but also that charms literally became 
a more ‘marginal’ and a less unified phenomenon. Finally, and more 
broadly speaking, the occurrence of charms in margins and blank 
spaces illustrates how the content, the function, and the use of texts, 
such as charms, should be considered in the light of their material 
context. 
 The most notable context – material as well as cultural – for 
medieval charms is Christianity. Church Fathers such as Gregory the 
Great and Isidore of Seville frowned upon the use of charms, and the 
role of charms in a society that was thoroughly Christian remained 
problematic for Church authorities and theologians throughout the 
Middle Ages.16 However, the vehement persecution of magic and its 
practitioners that we associate with, for instance, the Malleus 
Maleficarum, witch-hunts, and burnings was a thing of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. Punishments for the use of charms were not 
                                                 
14 Smallwood, “The Transmission of Charms,” 17; Edina Bozoky, Charmes et prières 
apotropaïques, Typologie des sources du Moyen Âge occidental 86 (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2003), 107-09. 
15 Even though there are examples of Anglo-Saxon manuscripts featuring charms in the 
margins (e.g., Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, 41), it is, according to Karen L. Jolly, 
unusual to find charms (in combination with other short texts) as marginalia in early 
medieval manuscripts (“On the Margins of Orthodoxy: Devotional Formulas and Protective 
Prayers in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 41,” in Signs on the Edge: Space, Text and 
Margin in Medieval Manuscripts, ed. Sarah L. Keefer and Rolf H. Bremmer, Jr., Medievalia 
Groninganae n.s. 10 [Paris, Leuven, Dudley: Peeters, 2007], 135). 
16 Skemer, Binding Words, 31-33, 47; Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée”; John H. 
Arnold, Belief and Unbelief in Medieval Europe (London: Hodder Arnold, 2005), 97. 
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extreme in medieval Western Europe; rather, the efficacy of charms was 
denied, and the users of charms were considered ignorant, but not 
necessarily dangerous. It is in fact likely that the lower clergy – parish 
priests and monks – participated in the creation and dissemination of 
charms.17 As a result, charms and Christianity were not mutually exclusive 
in the eyes of the medieval laity. 
 While Church condemnation of charms was subject to 
considerable variation, the combination of charms and Christian 
liturgical elements became prolific in medieval Western Europe.18 This 
combination can be witnessed in Anglo-Saxon leechbooks, which draw 
amply from the liturgy, as illustrated by the aforementioned example of a 
particular prayer (gebed) having to be sung before going to sleep as a 
charm against nightmares.19 It can also be witnessed in amulet rolls. The 
amulet roll in Figure 2, for instance, contains charms that are based on 
the Christian ‘Instruments of the Passion’ – in this case the cross and the 
nails.20 A third, more explicitly Christian context for charms is the book of 
hours. Books of hours were important tools for the private experience of 
religion by the late-medieval laity. Aside from the prayers and hours, 
these books often contained non-canonical protective texts which have 
much in common in terms of content and function with charms that 
occur in other – Christian and non-Christian – contexts. The bipartite 
charm in Figure 1, for instance, occurs in a book of hours. The fact that 
the relation between Christianity and charms became more strained 
after the Reformation is illustrated by the aforementioned fact that the 
introduction identifying the text as a charm is crossed out here; one of 
the users of the book of hours in which this charm features did not 
approve of the occurrence of the charm in its particular context. The 
book of hours featuring this charm also contains deleted references to 
the Virgin and the Pope. The book was evidently produced before the 
                                                 
17 Ibid., 97-98; Skemer, Binding Words, 37-38, 58, 65-68, 72-73. 
18 Richard Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 69-70.  
19 See footnote 4 and Jolly, “On the Margins of Orthodoxy,” 160, 167. 
20 See e.g., Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée” and Rossell H. Robbins, “The 
‘Arma Christi’ Rolls,” The Modern Language Review 34.3 (1939): 415-21 for more on the 
‘Instruments of the Passion’ (or Arma Christi). 
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Reformation, but the texts that were deemed unsuitable by a Protestant 
user were deleted. Another example of a bipartite charm in a book of 
hours can be found in Figures 3-5.  
  Like other late medieval manuscripts, books of hours were not 
exempt from enrichment; protective charms as well as other texts that 
suited the needs of the medieval owners of books of hours can be found 
added to the empty spaces in these books.21 The charm in Figures 3-5 
does not appear to be a later addition to the quire, as it is written in the 
same hand as the preceding texts – unlike the short Ave Maria following 
the charm (see Figure 5). It is, however, the only charm featured in the 
quire – the other texts in the quire are psalms and directions for praying –, 
and the last text appearing in the quire, aside from the Ave Maria. Thus, 
the context of the charm raises the question whether the scribe added 
the charm to the quire simply because there was space left at the end. It 
also makes one wonder how exactly Christianity and charms – which 
might be considered magical22 – related to each other. 
 
Fig. 3. Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194, fols. 146v-147r 
                                                 
21 Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400-c.1580, 
2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 211-12, 224-25, 267. 
22 Charms, however, do not belong to the category of ritual magic, in which practices such 
as necromancy and angel magic do fall. Ritual magic is described by, for instance, Claire 
Fanger, “Christian Ritual Magic in the Middle Ages,” History Compass 11.8 (2013): 610-18.  
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Fig. 4. Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194, fols. 147v-148r 
 
  
 
Fig. 5. Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194, fols. 148v-149r 
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It is important to note at this point that both Christianity and magic are 
charged terms. Specifying exactly which practices belong to Christianity 
or to magic in general is problematic. It is even more problematic to 
establish which practices were perceived as Christian or magical in the 
Middle Ages. For instance, a prayer to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John is 
distinctly Christian. However, would saying this prayer before going to 
sleep in order to avoid nightmares turn the prayer into a charm?23 Where 
exactly charms should be placed in reference to Christianity and magic 
is debatable. It is unfeasible that the practice of charms was perceived 
by the medieval laity as an aspect of the purposeful practice of magic in 
general; for one, magic was not institutionalized like Christianity.24 
Ankarloo, Clark and Monter suggest that the medieval use of charms 
should rather be labeled or categorized according to its function, for 
instance, healing, protection, or household management.25 It is here, i.e., 
in their function, that prayers on the one hand and charms on the other 
overlap: both give their users some form of control over the future, both 
rely on the intervention of a supernatural agent for their efficacy,26 and 
both would have been familiar to and easily accessible for each 
member of medieval society, regardless of age, gender or social rank.27 
                                                 
23 See footnotes 4 and 19. The prayer to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, or the Black 
Paternoster, later became a well-known nursery rhyme, which was also associated with 
magic. Cf. Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in 
Sixteenth and Seventeenth-Century England (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971), 181. 
24 E.g., Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars, 269, 278-79, 283. 
25 Bengt Ankarloo, Stuart Clark, and William Monter, The Period of the Witch Trials, vol. 4 of 
Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, ed. Bengt Ankarloo and Stuart Clark (London: Athlone 
Press, 2002), 109-11. 
26 As pointed out in chapter 2, section 2 below, however, some believe that the difference 
between prayers and charms lies in the way they rely on the intervention of a supernatural 
agent: charms are supposedly based on the assumption that the supernatural can be 
controlled or manipulated, whereas prayers constitute the worship of the supernatural and 
the belief that the supernatural agent will act at their own discretion. Cf. Skemer, Binding 
Words, 61, 73; Jolly, Raudvere, and Peters, The Middle Ages, 35-53; Albert Demyttenaere, 
“Over het ware Christendom,” in De betovering van het middeleeuwse Christendom: 
Studies over ritueel en magie in de Middeleeuwen, ed. Marco Mostert and Albert 
Demyttenaere (Hilversum: Verloren, 1995), 44-46; Roper, English Verbal Charms, 16. 
27 E.g., Jolly, Raudvere, and Peters, The Middle Ages, 1-71; Lea T. Olsan, “The Inscription of 
Charms in Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts,” Oral Tradition 14 (1999): 402; Roper, English Verbal 
13 
 
This ensured an increasing occurrence of charms containing elements 
from the liturgy – interpreted as an inconspicuous part of heterodox 
religious practice, just as they had been interpreted as an inconspicuous 
part of medicine before – in medical books and books for private 
devotion.28 In the discussion of these Christian charms, labels such as 
popular Christianity, lay piety, Christian magic and folk religion all 
express, as Jolly calls it, “the general, everyday practice of the religion, 
including the experience of the formal religion”.29 The distinction is not 
between the laity and the clergy, between oral and written, or between 
private devotion and doctrine, because they all overlap.30 The label 
opted for in this dissertation, then, is practical piety.31 The familiarity and 
accessibility of Christian charms also explains their general popularity 
among the medieval – and post-medieval – laity, to whom disease and 
war posed serious health threats, and for whom access to regular 
medicine was not as self-evident as it is in present-day Western society.32 
The study of Christian charms in their cultural and material contexts is vital 
if one seeks to understand the medieval view on and experience of 
important day-to-day issues such as religion and medicine.33  
 
                                                                                                                       
Charms, 15-16; Smallwood, “Conformity and Originality,” 88; Bozoky, Charmes et prières 
apotropaïques, 113. 
28 Owen Davies, Grimoires: A History of Magic Books (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
22; Stanley Rubin, Medieval English Medicine (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1974), 72; Hunt, 
Popular Medicine, 78; Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée”. 
29 Karen L. Jolly, Popular Religion in Late Saxon England: Elf Charms in Context (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 20, 94. Jolly refers to this combination of practicality 
and spirituality as protective devotion (and devotional protection): Christian elements that 
have a practical, or protective, as well as a devotional layer (“On the Margins of 
Orthodoxy,” 136, 146). 
30 Jolly, Popular Religion, 21-23. 
31 Ernst von Dobschütz uses the German equivalent of this term – “praktische Frömmigkeit” – 
in Christusbilder: Untersuchungen zur christlichen Legende (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1899), 125. 
32 Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic, 332; Rubin, Medieval English Medicine, 72. 
33 Bozoky, Charmes et prières apotropaïques, 119; Olsan, “The Corpus of Charms,” 230; 
Jolly, Popular Religion, 93; Anne Van Arsdall, “Reading Medieval Medical Texts with an 
Open Mind,” in Textual Healing: Essays on Medieval and Early Modern Medicine, ed. 
Elizabeth L. Furdell, Studies in Medieval and Reformation Traditions 110 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 
14-15. 
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1.1.2 HEAVENLY LETTER CHARMS IN THEIR CONTEXT 
 
One of the oldest Christian charms that also circulated in medieval 
England is the Heavenly Letter. This narrative charm type has been in use 
for multiple centuries, and exists in many different cultures and 
languages. Its use in Western Europe stretches from the fourth century to 
the present.34 Christian narrative charms usually consist of a biblical 
anecdote or precedent and a charm proper.35 Heavenly Letter charms 
are no exception: the anecdote, which is often in the vernacular, 
illustrates the heavenly provenance of the letter. The charm proper often 
consists of letters, words, or formulas in another language or in multiple 
languages.36 Skemer traces the origins of the Heavenly Letter back to the 
apocryphal correspondence between Christ and King Abgar V of 
Edessa, known in Western Europe through the fourth-century Latin 
translation of Eusebius’ Historia Ecclesiastica.37 In his letter, Christ blesses 
Abgar, cures him from an illness he has been suffering from, and protects 
his city Edessa against its enemies. This epistolary correspondence 
brought forth different types of protective charms known as Heavenly 
Letters as well as other, non-protective texts, such as the Sunday Letter 
admonishing Christians to adhere to the Sabbath.38 The correspondence 
is mentioned in various Anglo-Saxon and Middle English sources without 
being referred to or presented as a charm, like in Ælfric’s Lives of Saints 
and in the South English Legendary.39 
                                                 
34 Davies, Grimoires, 34, 144, 192; Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée”; William R. 
Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle and the Letter of Pope Leo,” Speculum 2.1 
(1927): 74, n. 2. 
35 Hunt, Popular Medicine, 81; Olsan, “The Corpus of Charms,” 228-29. 
36 Cf. Figure 1: an example of a bipartite Heavenly Letter charm with a vernacular 
introduction and a Latin charm proper. 
37 Skemer, Binding Words, 98.   
38 E.g., Dorothy Haines, Sunday Observance and the Sunday Letter in Anglo-Saxon England, 
Anglo-Saxon Texts 8 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2010). 
39 See, respectively, Walter W. Skeat, ed., Aelfric’s Lives of Saints, Being a Set of Sermons on 
Saints’ Days Formerly Observed by the English Church, Early English Text Society os 76, 82, 94 
and 114 (London: Publications for the EETS, 1881-1900), II, 58/81-62/123 and Charlotte 
D’Evelyn and Anna J. Mill, eds., The South English Legendary: Corpus Christi College 
Cambridge MS. 145 and British Museum MS. Harley 2277, with variants from Bodley MS. 
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Heavenly Letter charms have come to make up an eclectic 
corpus of texts. Although some Heavenly Letter charms explicitly refer to 
the Christ-Abgar correspondence, the majority of medieval English 
Heavenly Letter charms – especially the vernacular text witnesses in later 
medieval sources – makes no mention of Abgar and his correspondence 
with Christ; in some cases Christ himself is not even mentioned. I therefore 
take as a basic assumption that Heavenly Letter charms exist in a 
number of forms that differ in various ways;40 one commonality between 
the different forms is that they all refer to some sort of heavenly 
provenance – they claim to have been written by a celestial entity or 
brought by an angel, for instance. Another commonality is that Heavenly 
Letter charms explicitly refer to themselves as written documents, i.e., 
they bring the attention of their users to their material context. 
Incidentally, the majority of medieval English Heavenly Letters are 
amuletic, which coincides with their presentation as material artefacts: 
verbal amulets are texts that, by definition, need to be written down so 
that they can be carried on the body, for instance – the words 
themselves have to be transformed into an object. A charm that 
presents itself as a letter – i.e., a text that is explicitly written down and 
that has been transformed into an object by its material context – is 
therefore pre-eminently suitable as an amulet. 
There are two types of Heavenly Letters that are relatively easily 
distinguishable. These are the Epistola Salvatoris and the Prière de 
Charlemagne. The former is the oldest and it presents an adapted form 
of the letter from Christ to Abgar. The latter is a more recent reworking of 
the text, in which it is claimed that a letter – Abgar is not mentioned in 
                                                                                                                       
Ashmole 43 and British Museum MS. Cotton Julius D.ix, Early English Text Society os 235, 236 
(London: Publications for the EETS, 1956-1959), II, 448-56. Cf. Rolf H. Bremmer Jr., “Leiden, 
Vossianus Lat. Q. 69 (Part 2): Schoolbook or Proto-Encyclopaedic Miscellany?,” in Practice 
in Learning: The Transfer of Encyclopaedic Knowledge in the Early Middle Ages, ed. Rolf H. 
Bremmer Jr. and Kees Dekker, Medievalia Groninganae n.s. 16 (Paris: Peeters, 2010), 20. 
40 A discussion of Heavenly charms as a text type can be found in chapter 3 below. Cf. Curt 
F. Bühler, “Prayers and Charms in Certain Middle English Scrolls,” Speculum 39.2 (1964): 271; 
Louis Gougaud, “La prière dite de Charlemagne et les pièces apocryphes apparentées,” 
Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique 20.2 (1924): 211; Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars, 273; 
Joseph J. Gwara and Mary Morse, “A Birth Girdle Printed by Wynkyn de Worde,” The Library 
13.1 (2012): 40; Bozoky, Charmes et prières apotropaïques, 51. 
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any of the medieval English sources – was brought to Charlemagne to 
protect him during the 778 battle of Roncesvalles, sometimes with a 
pope acting as an intermediary.41 The fact that Heavenly Letter charms 
constitute such a heterogeneous text category may be the reason why 
the Heavenly Letter is not always recognized as a charm type in its own 
right. Although medieval English sources feature a substantial number of 
Heavenly Letter charms, recent work on the occurrence of charms in 
(medieval) England by, for instance, Jonathan Roper and Lea Olsan do 
not make mention of the Heavenly Letter as a charm type.42  
 The material context of Heavenly Letter charms is typical of the 
context of charms in general. Like other medieval charms, English 
Heavenly Letter charms occur in medical and religious books. Late 
medieval examples regularly appear in amulet rolls, which often 
featured Christian charms.43 Some of these amulet rolls – the roll featured 
in Figure 2 is an example – were probably used as  
birth girdles. Indeed, Middle English Heavenly Letter charms almost 
without fail mention protection during childbirth as one of their functions. 
Even though handwritten amulet rolls remained in use throughout and 
even after the Middle Ages, textual amulets such as the Heavenly Letter 
charm were no different from other texts in the sense that they moved 
from clerical copying to commercial copying and private production, 
and later to print.44 Another commonality between Middle English 
Heavenly Letter charms and later medieval charms in general – those 
occurring in books rather than rolls – is that they are often found added 
to blank spaces in existing manuscripts.  
   
 
 
                                                 
41 Bozoky, Charmes et prières apotropaïques, 49-51. 
42 E.g., Olsan, “The Corpus of Charms,” 214-37; Roper, English Verbal Charms and 
“Typologising English and European Charms,” in Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. 
Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 128-44.  
43 Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars, 276. Cf. Figure 2. 
44 Skemer, Binding Words, 241, 283. A printed amulet roll containing a Heavenly Letter 
charm is described by Joseph Gwara and Mary Morse (“A Birth Girdle”).   
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  Although Heavenly Letter charms have received some attention 
– mostly in nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century scholarship – 
which has resulted in a number of text editions,45 the relation between 
their variation in terms of function and content on the one hand and 
their material context on the other has not yet been considered. 
Medieval English sources provide an excellent testing ground for exactly 
this type of study: Heavenly Letter charms survive in Anglo-Saxon and 
Middle English manuscripts and rolls, but they have up to now only been 
studied individually. This dissertation therefore aims to give an overview of 
the textual tradition of Heavenly Letter charms as they occur in medieval 
English manuscripts, to place these charms in a cultural framework of 
medieval medical and religious practice, and to relate the function and 
content of these charms to the material contexts in which they appear.  
 
1.2 OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
This dissertation consists of five articles, four of which – chapters 2, 4, 5 
and 6 – have been published or accepted for publication. Corrections 
and comments on these chapters have been added in endnotes. The 
titles of some of the chapters have been adapted (i.e., they diverge 
from the titles of the articles they are based on) so as to reflect the 
logical sequence of the chapters in the dissertation as a whole, rather 
than the contents of the individual articles.  
 Chapters 2 and 3 present an overview of Heavenly Letter charms 
as a text category in medieval England. Chapter 2 covers the Old English 
period. As the Old English corpus is relatively small – only three Heavenly 
Letter charms have hitherto been discovered in Anglo-Saxon sources –, 
the one extant Latin example is discussed alongside the two vernacular 
examples. Chapter 3 deals with the Heavenly Letter charms occurring in 
Middle English sources. The text tradition of Heavenly Letter charms 
appears to have been significantly more prolific in the Middle English 
                                                 
45 For instance, in Simpson, “On a Magical Roll”; Florence A. Luddington, “A Mediæval 
Charm,” The Antiquary 39 (1903): 274-77; Max Förster, “Kleinere mittelenglische Texte,” 
Anglia 42 (1918): 217-19. 
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period, which is why chapter 3 focuses on determining what makes a 
text a Heavenly Letter charm.  
 This general overview of Heavenly Letter charms in medieval 
English sources is followed by two detailed analyses of fifteenth-century 
English examples of Heavenly Letter charms in their contexts: chapter 4 
constitutes the first case study, and presents a Heavenly Letter charm 
occurring in a book for private devotion. The issue of a charm occurring 
in a devotional context is addressed in this chapter. Chapter 5, the 
second case study, compares two similar Heavenly Letter charms in two 
different contexts: one of the letters appears in a religious miscellany and 
the other appears on an amulet roll. This chapter addresses the 
difference between charms occurring in manuscripts and charms 
occurring in rolls.  
 Chapter 6 offers a detailed account of the material context of 
charms in general by providing a descriptive analysis of a late medieval 
English devotional book containing multiple religious texts and charms. 
The conclusions can be found in chapter.
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2  
THE TEXTUAL TRADITION OF HEAVENLY LETTER 
CHARMS IN ANGLO-SAXON MANUSCRIPTS 
 
Adapted version of “The Text Tradition of Heavenly Letter Charms in 
Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts.” In Secular Learning in Anglo-Saxon England: 
Exploring the Vernacular, edited by László S. Chardonnens and Bryan 
Carella, 203-22. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2012. 
 
Heavenly Letters constitute a text genre that has been in use in Western 
Europe since the fourth century AD. Apocryphal documents such as 
Heavenly Letters vary greatly in origin and content. Broadly speaking 
though, Heavenly Letters can be said to either have a protective or an 
admonishing function. These documents are attested with great 
frequency in medieval and modern sources. The fact that knowledge 
can be transported from heaven to end up in human hands is 
unproblematic, because this is essentially also what happened with the 
Old Testament. The fact that a physical letter from heaven can end up in 
human hands is not problematic either, witness the Sunday Letter. But the 
fact that a Divine Letter can protect its owners or users from adversity 
and dangers is regarded as superstitious by some. Nevertheless, 
protective Heavenly Letters did not just rain down on Rome or Jerusalem, 
but also ended up in Anglo-Saxon England, as three distinct letters testify. 
This article brings these three letter charms together for the first time, with 
special attention to their content, typology and language. 
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2.1 THE PARADOX OF CHRISTIAN MAGIC 
 
One of the recipes in Lacnunga, the well-known Latin and Old English 
compendium of medical texts and charms,1 is a recipe for a potion 
against ælfsidene (‘[illness through] elf-magic’) and eallum feondes 
costungum (‘the devil’s temptations’).2 The charm requires its user to first 
write certain scriptural texts on a Eucharistic wafer. Then, they must mix a 
number of herbs, hallowed wine and water collected in silence and 
against the stream by an immaculate person. Finally, this mixture has to 
be taken to church, where masses and certain psalms are to be sung 
over it before it can be applied. What is striking here is firstly that illness 
from both elves and the devil could be fended off by one and the same 
potion, and secondly that this potion is the result of a thorough mixing, 
literally, of Christian and magical elements. Indeed, there was a blurred 
line between Christian miracle and magic in Anglo-Saxon society. Jolly 
eloquently describes these two concepts as complimentary forces within 
a continuum.3 The exact position of Christian magic in this continuum, 
such as it occurs in the charm from Lacnunga, is difficult to determine, 
but some have called it “medicine at its lowest level”.4 
                                                 
1 London, British Library, Harley 585 (s. x/xi and xi1); Neil R. Ker, Catalogue of Manuscripts 
Containing Anglo-Saxon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957), no. 231; Helmut Gneuss, Handlist 
of Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts: A List of Manuscript Fragments Written or Owned in England 
up to 1100 (Tempe: Arizona Centre for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 2001), no. 421; 
Alger N. Doane, Books of Prayers and Healing, vol. 1 of Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts in 
Microfiche Facsimile (Binghamton: Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, 
1994), no. 5.  
2 Edward Pettit, Introduction, Text, Translation, and Appendices, vol. 1 of Anglo-Saxon 
Remedies, Charms, and Prayers from British Library MS Harley 585: The Lacnunga (Lewiston: 
Mellen, 2001), 16. The significance of the term ælfsiden is not an easy matter, see Alaric 
Hall, Elves in Anglo-Saxon England: Matters of Belief, Health, Gender and Identity 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007), 119-56. 
3 Karen L. Jolly, “Anglo-Saxon Charms in the Context of a Christian Worldview,” Journal of 
Medical History 11 (1985): 279-93. See also her Popular Religion in Late Saxon England: Elf 
Charms in Context (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996). 
4 Malcolm L. Cameron, Anglo-Saxon Medicine, Cambridge Studies in Anglo-Saxon England 
7 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 185. 
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 In spite of – or perhaps thanks to – their dubious status, Christian 
charms were by no means uncommon in the Anglo-Saxon period. The 
Latin liturgical elements found in a substantial number of magico-
medical recipes in medical manuscripts, but also in Psalters and prayer 
books, bear witness to the fact that the combination of applied magic 
and Christianity was no oddity in the Anglo-Saxon period. Its frequency, 
however, did not prevent this combination of magic and Christianity 
from being considered an unlikely or even a paradoxical one for a long 
time. Indeed, the practice of magic was condemned on various levels 
and in various ways throughout the Middle Ages, and more so even by 
modern scholars. The Church claimed to especially object to the selling 
of charms and amulets as means of protection, which they labelled 
simony.5 The medieval mixing of magic and Christianity continued to be 
considered undesirable through the centuries, and is still looked upon 
with suspicion by twentieth-century scholarship.6 Grattan and Singer, for 
example, consider the “folly and credulity” practised by Anglo-Saxon 
physicians to be barbaric and far beneath the dignity and skill of writers 
such as Bede and Byrhtferth, who, unlike the superstitious leeches, aimed 
to “present a coherent picture of an ordered universe”.7 Halliday even 
called the continued use of charms an “appalling instance of the 
longevity of superstitious nonsense”.8 More recent scholarship, however, 
increasingly acknowledges the similarities between Christian religious 
and folkloric practices that played vital roles across medieval society, 
whether this be the model of the continuum, as argued by Jolly, or the 
hypothesis that native magic gets supplanted by Roman magic, as 
advocated by Flint.9 Indeed, it is by no means unexpected to find 
                                                 
5 Don Skemer, Binding Words: Textual Amulets in the Middle Ages, Magic in History 
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 38, 53-54. 
6 E.g., Adolf Jacoby, “Heilige Längenmaße: eine Untersuchung zur Geschichte der 
Amulette,” Schweizerisches Archiv für die Volkskunde 29 (1929): 184-86. 
7 John H. G. Grattan and Charles Singer, Anglo-Saxon Magic and Medicine: Illustrated 
Specially from the Semi-Pagan Text “Lacnunga” (London: Oxford University Press, 1952), 92. 
8 William R. Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle and the Letter of Pope Leo,” 
Speculum 2.1 (1927): 74. 
9 Jolly, Popular Religion; Valerie I. J. Flint, The Rise of Magic in Early Medieval Europe (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1991). See also Stephanie Hollis and Michael Wright, Old English Prose of 
Secular Learning (Cambridge: Brewer, 1992), 224-29. 
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Christian elements in magico-medical charms, since healing through 
miracles and magic has always been an important part of the religious 
experience.10 After all, “[r]eligious texts of all sorts have often been put to 
… profane purposes”, in the words of Bühler.11 The compatibility of the 
Christian supernatural and the magical supernatural, then, is the basic 
assumption of this article. 
 
2.2 VERBAL CHARMS 
 
Although Anglo-Saxon magic encompasses a wide range of practices 
and elements,12 the focus here lies with verbal charms. Charms are a 
difficult concept to define, mainly because it is not always clear what is 
meant by the word ‘charm’.13 Some scholars, such as Skemer, use a 
broad definition: charms can be objects, procedures or verbal 
incantations, although these three categories overlap. Some verbal 
charms, for instance, require an object or procedure to effectively 
address the problem they are meant to solve.14 Other scholars distinguish 
between the object, procedure and verbal forms of charms. Arnovick 
argues, for example, that charms seem to have a mainly verbal or 
linguistic character in that they are texts that represent “the illocutionary 
and/or physical action of a ritual performance”, distinct from amulets as 
“apotropaic objects”, and talismans – amulets with charm texts.15 
 Some verbal charms merely involve saying or chanting certain 
words, but there are other verbal charms that require their user to wear 
the words on the body, which would turn the verbal charm into a textual 
                                                 
10 Howard C. Kee, Medicine, Miracle and Magic in New Testament Times, Society for New 
Testament Studies 55 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 124. See also Richard 
Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 69-
70. 
11 Curt F. Bühler, “Prayers and Charms in Certain Middle English Scrolls,” Speculum 39 (1964): 
274. 
12 E.g., Godfrid Storms, Anglo-Saxon Magic (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1948), 49-106. 
13 Skemer, Binding Words, 9-10. 
14 Ibid., 3-5, 107. 
15 Leslie K. Arnovick, Written Reliquaries: The Resonance of Orality in Medieval English Texts, 
Pragmatics & Beyond n.s. 153 (Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2006), 28. 
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amulet (Skemer) or talisman (Arnovick). Charms in the form of 
incantations and amulets played a vital role in medieval day-to-day life, 
witness the survival of a large body of objects and texts from medieval 
times.16 They were used as a means of protection against a myriad of 
dangers and problems of a practical and medical nature, ranging from 
cattle disease, theft and the perceived plotting of enemies, to epilepsy, 
fever and the death of birthing mothers. The Anglo-Saxons were not a 
particularly healthy people, due to diet, housing, war and working 
conditions, and magico-medical treatments were quite popular 
alongside regular medicine and religious supplication.17 
 Charms and amulets were already used before the advent of 
Christianity. However, the introduction of Christianity was one of the most 
important things to pave the way for verbal magic in the early Middle 
Ages. This will become clear upon comparing the function of charms 
with that of prayers. The purpose of charms, both amuletic and non-
amuletic, is to obtain a solution to a problem or protection from specific 
adversities through the aid of a supernatural agent. Prayers function in a 
similar way: God, Christ, Mary or a particular saint is asked to keep the 
supplicant safe. It should be observed, though, that this is also what 
some believe to be the essential difference between charms and 
prayers. When a charm is performed, the user of the charm takes the 
initiative to invoke divine power in order to solve a personal problem. 
When a prayer is recited, on the other hand, the person who prays simply 
asks for a divine being to intercede by its own discretion.18 Be that as it 
may, the functional similarity between verbal charms and prayers (and 
psalms) inevitably led to a practical similarity in the form of a fusion of 
magic and Christian rituals: phrases from the liturgy and divine names 
became ingredients of verbal charms. This similarity is what gave charms 
                                                 
16 E.g., Mindy MacLeod and Bernard Mees, Runic Amulets and Magic Objects 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006).  
17 See Thomas R. Forbes, “Verbal Charms in British Folk Medicine,” Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society 115 (1971): 293; Cameron, Anglo-Saxon Medicine, 5-9; 
Skemer, Binding Words, 2. 
18 Skemer, Binding Words, 61; Karen L. Jolly, Catharina Raudvere, and Edward Peters, The 
Middle Ages, vol. 3 of Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, ed. Bengt Ankarloo and Stuart Clark 
(London: Athlone Press, 2002), 35-53. 
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their ritualistic character, but it also served to make charms easier to 
remember, since most people were familiar with liturgical formulas,19 
even if their language was not always understood. In the end, prayers 
and charms become almost interchangeable, witness, e.g., the blessings 
towards the end of Lacnunga.20 The connection between magic and 
Christianity, then, has everything to do with gaining protection by 
requesting supernatural intercession through a ritualistic act. This 
connection was strong enough to bring about a fusion between the two 
types of petitions, in function as well as in practice. For us to draw a strict 
line between prayers and charms is therefore not as easy as it may seem 
and – more importantly – not in line with the spirit of the material. 
 Anglo-Saxon magic was based on vernacular, Latin, Irish, Greek 
and Hebrew magical and religious practices, which is why letters, words 
and phrases in these languages frequently turn up in Anglo-Saxon 
charms. Storms labels the resulting magical formulas taken from these 
languages “jingling nonsense”, but the mysterious nature – to the Anglo-
Saxons at least – of the non-native languages is what lent charms and 
incantations their credibility.21 Cameron observes that the vernacular 
texts in Anglo-Saxon leechbooks incorporated magic to a larger extent 
than their Latin and Greek sources did,22 which presumably also affects 
the incorporation of non-native religious and magical vocabulary. 
Nevertheless, the vernacular vocabulary for the practice and – usually 
male – practitioners of magic was extensive.23 Interestingly, the semantic 
domain of witchcraft, charms and soothsaying partly overlaps with the 
domain of song, sound and singing, for instance, in OE galdor, which 
refers to songs as well as incantations.24 This indicates that Anglo-Saxon 
charms and incantations were somehow performed in a ritualistic setting, 
with the user of the charm singing or chanting certain words, irrespective 
                                                 
19 Skemer, Binding Words, 145. 
20 Pettit, Anglo-Saxon Remedies, I, 124-30. 
21 Storms, Anglo-Saxon Magic, 5. See also Forbes, “Verbal Charms,” 293; Arnovick, Written 
Reliquaries, 27-59. 
22 Cameron, Anglo-Saxon Medicine, 34. 
23 Mary S. Serjeantson, “The Vocabulary of Folklore in Old and Middle English,” Folklore 47 
(1936), 2-73; Skemer, Binding Words, 106, 113. 
24 Lea T. Olsan, “Latin Charms of Medieval England: Verbal Healing in a Christian Oral 
Tradition,” Oral Tradition 7 (1992): 116–17; Arnovick, Written Reliquaries, 28. 
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of the language or origin of the words. In one of the Heavenly Letters 
below, the letter itself is referred to as a gebed (‘prayer’) intended to be 
sung. 
 
2.3 THE TEXTUAL TRADITION OF THE HEAVENLY LETTER 
 
Heavenly Letters have been used in Western Europe since the fourth 
century AD. The genre is derived from an older tradition of Egyptian and 
Babylonian letters claiming to have originated in heaven.25 According to 
Skemer, Eusebius of Caesarea was the first to mention the Christian letter 
(of Christ to Abgar), in his Historia Ecclesiastica (completed c. 324).26 
Eusebius claimed to have found letters between Christ and Abgar in the 
public archives of the city of Edessa and to have translated them from 
Syriac to Greek.27 King Abgar V (4 BC–AD 50) reportedly wrote to Christ 
because he had heard of the latter’s powers. Since he was ailing and his 
city was threatened by its enemies, Abgar asked Christ for help. Christ 
answered with a letter in which he blessed Abgar and his city and 
promised to send his disciple Thaddeus, whom he endowed with his 
powers, to him. Legend has it that Christ’s letter indeed protected Abgar 
and his city. The legend of Christ and Abgar, and knowledge of Christ’s 
Heavenly Letter reached the West in at least two ways. First, copies of 
the letters were given to a Galician nun named Egeria or Aetheria, who 
visited Edessa during a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Egeria took the 
letters back with her, as her Itinerarium (c. 380) relates.28 As Cain points 
                                                 
25 Storms, Anglo-Saxon Magic, 272. Grattan and Singer erroneously opine that the Heavenly 
Letter charm is of Roman origin (Anglo-Saxon Magic and Medicine, 45). 
26 For detailed accounts of the correspondence between Christ and Abgar, see Edina 
Bozoky, Charmes et prières apotropaïques, Typologie des sources du Moyen Âge 
occidental 86 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), 49-50; Skemer, Binding Words, 96-105; Christopher 
M. Cain, “Sacred Words, Anglo-Saxon Piety, and the Origins of the Epistola salvatoris in 
London, British Library, Royal 2 A. xx,” Journal of English and Germanic Philology 108.2 
(2009): 169-73. 
27 Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiastica I.xiii, II.i.6-7 (G. Bardy, Eusèbe de Césarée: Histoire 
ecclésiastique, Sources Chrétiennes 31, 41, 55, 73 [Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1952-60], I, 40-
45, 50). 
28 Egeria, Itinerarium XIX.16-9 (Aetius Franceschini and Robert Weber, “Itinerarium Egeriae,” 
26 
 
out, however, the correspondence between Christ and Abgar was 
probably already known in Western Europe before Egeria visited Edessa, 
because she remarked favourably upon the level of detail in the letters 
from Edessa in light of copies she had at home.29 Second, the Heavenly 
Letter reached the medieval West through the translation into Latin of 
Eusebius’ Historia Ecclesiastica by Rufinus of Aquileia (c. 420).30 
 Heavenly Letters, based on the Greek and Latin versions of the 
Abgar legend, have continued to be used in different forms and 
contexts since late Antiquity. Sometimes the Abgar legend is mentioned 
simply as a historical fact, but self-proclaimed copies of the letters are 
also frequently used as textual amulets or talismans.31 The fact that Christ 
saved Abgar would make a copy of Christ’s letter suitable as a means of 
protection, since the user or owner of such an (amuletic) document 
would enjoy similar benefits. Indeed, the letter of Christ to Abgar is itself 
not a verbal charm, but it can become so when it is invested with power 
by its users. 
 A Heavenly Letter would establish a direct connection between 
its owner and the divine in its various forms. The attribution of this 
document to Christ, or its origin to heaven gave the letter credibility, 
which may have been one of the reasons that it was used on such a 
large scale as charm or amulet: Heavenly Letters appear in sixth- and 
seventh-century Coptic and Greek papyrus rolls and wooden tablets,32 
but also in medieval prayer books and books of hours.33 The use of 
protective Heavenly Letters continued at least into the first half of the 
                                                                                                                       
in Itineraria et alia geographica, ed. Paul Geyer, Otto Cuntz, Aetius Franceschini, Robert 
Weber, Ludwig Bieler, Johannes Fraipont and Franciscus Glorie, Corpus Christianorum Series 
Latina 175-76 [Turnhout: Brepols, 1965], I, 61-62). 
29 Cain, “Sacred Words,” 172. 
30 Rufinus, Historia Ecclesiastica I.xiii (Eduard Schwartz and Theodor Mommsen, Eusebius 
Werke II: die Kirchengeschichte, vol. 1 of Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der er-
sten drei Jahrhunderte [Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1903-9], I, 86-89). 
31 Cain, “Sacred Words,” 170. 
32 Søren Giversen, “Ad Abgarum: The Sahidic Version of the Letter to Abgar on a Wooden 
Tablet,” Acta Orientalia 24 (1959): 71-82; Herbert C. Youtie, “A Gothenburg Papyrus and the 
Letter to Abgar,” Harvard Theological Review 23 (1930): 299-302. 
33 László S. Chardonnens and Rosanne Hebing, “Two Charms in a Late Medieval English 
Manuscript at Nijmegen University Library,” Review of English Studies n.s. 62 (2011): 181-92. 
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twentieth century: they were found on the bodies of dead soldiers during 
the First World War, and they circulated among Siberian peasants in the 
1930s, warning them of impending divine punishment.34 The sheer 
number of languages and cultures in which Heavenly Letters appear 
across the globe, and their long period of use, indicate how widespread 
and enduring their application was. 
 
2.4 PROTECTIVE AND NON-PROTECTIVE HEAVENLY LETTERS 
 
Heavenly Letters can be divided into several types according to their 
function and their protagonists. Although most types also have their own 
specific names, e.g., the letter of Christ to Abgar (aka Epistola Salvatoris) 
or the letter of Joseph of Arimathea, together they are often referred to 
simply as Heavenly Letters, and filed under Apocrypha in Anglo-Saxon 
studies.35 However, the three prevalent types commonly distinguished – 
the protective Epistola Salvatoris and Prière de Charlemagne and the 
non-protective Sunday Letter – vary greatly in terms of form and 
function.36 Although all letters have a divine origin, they may come from 
Christ, from a saint or from heaven directly, and they may have different 
                                                 
34 Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle,” 74, n. 2; Lynne Viola, “The Peasant 
Nightmare: Visions of Apocalypse in the Soviet Countryside,” Journal of Modern History 62 
(1990): 761-62. 
35 Clare A. Lees, “Apocryphal Epistles,” in Sources of Anglo-Saxon Literary Culture: the 
Apocrypha, ed. Frederick M. Biggs, Instrumenta Anglistica Mediaevalia 1 (Kalamazoo: 
Medieval Institute Publications, 2007), 57-62. 
36 For the three types of Heavenly Letters discussed here, see Max Förster, “Kleinere mittel-
englische Texte,” Anglia 42 (1918): 217-19; Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle”; 
Robert Priebsch, Letter from Heaven on the Observance of the Lord’s Day (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1936); Bühler, “Prayers and Charms,” 271-72; William R. Jones, “The Heavenly 
Letter in Medieval England,” Medievalia et Humanistica n.s. 6 (1975): 163-78; Dennis 
Deletant, “The Sunday Legend,” Revue des Études Sud-Est Européennes 15 (1977): 431-51; 
Clare A. Lees, “The “Sunday Letter” and the “Sunday Lists”,” Anglo-Saxon England 14 
(1985): 129-51; idem, “Apocryphal Epistles,” 58-59; Bozoky, Charmes et prières 
apotropaïques, 51; Skemer, Binding Words, 96-105; Cain, “Sacred Words”; Dorothy Haines, 
Sunday Observance and the Sunday Letter in Anglo-Saxon England, Anglo-Saxon Texts 8 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2010). 
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intermediaries, recipients and purposes.37 Heavenly Letters of the Epistola 
Salvatoris and Prière de Charlemagne types, moreover, function as 
protective charms, but the Sunday Letter is not at all concerned with the 
protection of its user and should therefore not be confused with the 
former. Aside from the three types of Heavenly Letters identified here, 
there are generic Heavenly Letters that are protective but cannot be 
fitted into one of these types, which applies to two of the Anglo-Saxon 
letters under discussion.i 
 Strictly speaking, the Epistola Salvatoris is a reproduction of the 
letter of Christ to Abgar, so the divine side of the apocryphal 
correspondence between Christ and Abgar. Often, however, Christ’s 
letter is accompanied by some element that implies its protective 
function and consequently turns it into a charm or amulet. Epistolae 
Salvatoris that have a protective use do not follow the Abgar legend in 
the sense that illness and political upheaval are the only two dangers 
they protect their users from. They may protect from a broad range of 
problems and dangers, from theft and injustice to complications during 
childbirth and epilepsy. Other dangers these letters address are cattle 
disease, death in battle or as a result of natural disaster, such as lightning, 
and the devil’s tricks. In modern medical terms, then, the protective 
Epistola Salvatoris might be called a broad-spectrum cure. 
 Variation in the range of protective measures is matched by 
variation in form and language. Such variation is not unique to the 
Epistola Salvatoris, but is witnessed in protective Heavenly Letters in 
general. Some letters, for instance, simply state that they were sent from 
heaven and subsequently divulge the way in which they function. These 
letters are usually written completely in Latin or completely in the 
vernacular, perhaps with the exception of some code-switching 
between these languages or with incidental Greek or Hebrew words or 
formulas. Other letters, conversely, consist of two parts: the first part 
introduces or refers to the existence of the Heavenly Letter proper, which 
is usually the text that follows. In these cases, the introduction may be 
written in the vernacular and the letter proper in Latin, for example.38 
                                                 
37 See Bozoky, Charmes et prières apotropaïques, 51, for a range of attributions. 
38 See, for instance, Förster, “Kleinere mittelenglische Texte,” 219; Florence A. Luddington, 
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Sometimes the letter proper does not even consist of coherent words or 
sentences, but is simply an eclectic mix of words, symbols and letters 
from different languages, accompanied by liturgical formulas. 
 The second type of protective Heavenly Letter is the Prière de 
Charlemagne. This type is called the letter of Pope Leo by Halliday, who 
regards it as a superstitious development from the Sunday Letter.39 The 
Prière de Charlemagne was used to protect home and property, to 
facilitate childbirth and to acquire invulnerability. In some versions of this 
type of Heavenly Letter, it is sent to Charlemagne by a saint or angel – 
sometimes St George and sometimes the Archangel Michael – to protect 
the Emperor in the 785 battle against the Saracens at Roncesvalles. 
There is another version in which Charlemagne receives the letter from a 
certain Pope Leo, who in turn was given the letter by an angel. The 
efficacy of the Prière de Charlemagne is often consolidated by 
inventories of divine attributes and nomina sacra. 
 What distinguishes the Prière de Charlemagne from the Epistola 
Salvatoris is that the former is not as old as the Epistola Salvatoris, whose 
prototype dates back to Eusebius. Bozoky observes that the Prière de 
Charlemagne is mentioned for the first time in the thirteenth-century 
Chanson du Chevalier au cygne, where St. Sylvester is the intermediary – 
instead of Pope Leo –ii who passes the letter on to Charlemagne, who 
then uses it in battle successfully.40 The status of Pope Leo (usually Leo III) 
as the intermediary may be a late medieval development. Like the other 
Heavenly Letters, the Prière de Charlemagne in its various incarnations 
remained popular for many centuries. A likely reason for its popularity is 
that “the sacred and celestial are brought together with imperial 
authority”, which bolstered the faith in the efficacy of the Prière de 
Charlemagne.41 It should be noted that the Prière de Charlemagne was 
not yet known in Anglo-Saxon times, though it becomes a popular verbal 
charm in later medieval England.iii 
                                                                                                                       
“A Mediæval Charm,” The Antiquary 39 (1903): 276; Nita S. Baugh, A Worcester Miscellany 
Compiled by John Northwood, c. 1400 (Philadelphia: Protat Frères, 1956), 13-17, 33-37; 
Skemer, Binding Words, 197–98. 
39 Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle,” 74, 76. 
40 Bozoky, Charmes et prières apotropaïques, 51. 
41 Sophie Page, Magic in Medieval Manuscripts (London: The British Library, 2004), 33. 
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 The most important type of non-protective letter is the so-called 
Sunday Letter. This Heavenly Letter is probably a sixth-century invention 
of uncertain origin, knowledge of which is well-established in the West 
from the eighth century on. Like other Heavenly Letters, it supposedly 
had a divine origin, here manifested by its transportation from heaven by 
an angel. What makes the Sunday Letter different from other Heavenly 
Letters, though, is that it was not originally meant as a protective charm, 
but “to provide supernatural sanction for insisting upon the observance 
of the Fourth Commandment”.42 Although the Sunday Letter has 
retained its admonitory function throughout the centuries, some versions 
gained a protective dimension by not only warning their users from 
transgressing, but also to protect them from the consequences of 
transgression. Halliday opined that the Prière de Charlemagne is yet 
another “distinct secondary imitation or derivative” of the Sunday 
Letter,43 but the fact that the former does not mention the Sunday 
observance at all would argue against this claim.iv 
 
2.5 HEAVENLY LETTERS FROM ANGLO-SAXON SOURCES 
 
Cain demonstrates that knowledge of the legend of King Abgar in 
Anglo-Saxon England is documented in the works of Bede and Ælfric.44 
Bede, however, makes no mention of the letters between Christ and 
Abgar, which causes Cain to remark that while the surviving evidence of 
the legend in Anglo-Saxon England indicates that it was widely known, 
Bede gives us some indication that, perhaps, uneasiness about the 
legend obtained as well. It is possible that tensions surrounding the 
legend stem from periodic Church efforts to restrict the use and 
proliferation of textual amulets.45 
 The Heavenly Letter as an independent charm is first attested in 
the late eighth or early ninth century in Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, which 
                                                 
42 Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle,” 74.  
43 Ibid., 76. 
44 Cain, “Sacred Words,” 173-76. 
45 Ibid., 175. See also Skemer, Binding Words, 42-44. 
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supports Cain’s findings. Strangely, Ælfric, who was very uptight about 
doctrinal matters, includes the correspondence in his hagiographical 
Natalis Sanctorum Abdon et Sennes, but he may not have been 
concerned with the abuse of these specific letters since they lack a 
protective function.46 
 In spite of the difficulties that clerical authorities apparently had 
with textual amulets and charms such as the protective Heavenly Letter, 
the latter show up repeatedly in Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, though not as 
often as the non-protective Sunday Letters.47 Due to the muddled 
typological distinctions in the secondary literature, though, a 
comparative survey of Anglo-Saxon Heavenly Letter charms has hitherto 
not been published. In his classic study of Anglo-Saxon magic, Storms 
identifies two vernacular Heavenly Letter charms in Anglo-Saxon 
manuscripts:48 one in Lacnunga, the other in London, British Library, 
Cotton Caligula A. xv.49 Lees identifies two instances of letters of Christ 
and Abgar:50 a Latin version in the Royal prayer book,51 and the Old 
English rendering by Ælfric already alluded to. These two, however, 
should perhaps not to be categorized under the same heading. The Old 
English version by Ælfric, after all, is the complete correspondence 
between Christ and Abgar and is not a charm (i.e., the letters of Christ 
and Abgar) while the Latin text is only the letter of Christ to Abgar, but 
                                                 
46 Walter W. Skeat, Aelfric’s Lives of Saints, being a Set of Sermons on Saints’ Days Formerly 
Observed by the English Church, Early English Text Society os 76, 82, 94 and 114 (London: 
Publications for the EETS, 1881-1900), II, 58-81, 62-123. See also Cora E. Lutz, “The Apocryphal 
Abgarus–Jesus Epistles in England in the Middle Ages,” Essays on Manuscripts and Rare 
Books (Hamden: Archon Books, 1975), 57-62. 
47 The Anglo-Saxon Sunday Letters have recently been published by Haines, Sunday 
Observance and the Sunday Letter. See also Lees, “The “Sunday Letter””; idem, 
“Apocryphal Epistles”. 
48 Storms, Anglo-Saxon Magic, 272-75. 
49 London, British Library, Cotton Caligula A. xv, fols 120-153 + Egerton 3314, fols 9-72 (s. xiex 
[in and after 1073], Canterbury, Christ Church [and St Augustine’s?]; Ker, Catalogue, no. 
139; Gneuss, Handlist, no. 411; Richard Gameson, The Earliest Books of Canterbury 
Cathedral: Manuscripts and Fragments to c.1200 [London: The Bibliographical Society, 
2008], no. 370) 
50 Lees, “Apocryphal Epistles,” 57. 
51 London, British Library, Royal 2 A. xx (s. viii2 or ix1/4, Mercia [Worcester?]; Ker, Catalogue, 
no. 248; Gneuss, Handlist, no. 450; Doane, Books, no. 9) 
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with a protective function built into it (i.e., an Epistola Salvatoris charm). 
To complicate matters further, Lees missed an Anglo-Latin non-protective 
Epistola Salvatoris, in the Galba prayer book.52 
 All three protective Heavenly Letters from Anglo-Saxon 
manuscripts will be discussed below, with special reference to their genre 
and the language in which they are written. 
 
2.5.1 LONDON, BRITISH LIBRARY, ROYAL 2 A. XX, FOLS 12R–13R 
 
The Heavenly Letter charm in the Royal prayer book – a late eighth- or 
early ninth-century book for private devotion – is the oldest of the Anglo-
Saxon Heavenly Letter charms. It belongs to the protective type of 
Epistolae Salvatoris and it is written in Latin, as the other items in this 
manuscript are.53 As Cain observes, the Royal version “closely follows the 
text of the letter [from Christ to Abgar] from Rufinus”, with the protective 
function added where Christ’s Letter to Abgar in Rufinus leaves off: 
 
Beatus es qui me non uidisti et credisti in me. Scriptum est enim de me 
quia hi qui uident me non credent in me, et qui me non vident ipsi in me 
credent et uiuent. De eo autem quod scripsisti mihi ut uenirem ad te 
oportet me omnia propter quae missus sum hic explere; et postea quam 
conpleuero recipe me ad eum a quo missus sum. Cum ergo fuero 
adsumtus mittam tibi aliquem ex discipulis meis ut curet egritudinem 
tuam et uitam tibi at his qui tecum sunt praestet et saluus eris sicut 
scriptum qui credit in me saluus erit. Siue in domu tua siue in ciuitate tua 
siue in omni loco nemo inimicorum tuorum dominabitur et insidias diabuli 
                                                 
52 London, British Library, Cotton Galba A. xiv + Nero A. ii, fols 3-13 (s. xi2/4, Winchester?; Ker, 
Catalogue, no. 157; Gneuss, Handlist, no. 333; Doane, Books, no. 2). See also Skemer, 
Binding Words, 101. The letter of Christ to Abgar in Galba A. xiv, fols 27v-28v, is printed in 
Bernard J. Muir, A Pre-Conquest English Prayer-Book (BL MSS Cotton Galba A. xiv and Nero 
A. ii [ff. 3–13]), Henry Bradshaw Society 103 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1988), 47. 
53 There are some vernacular interlinear glosses and notes in the manuscript, but these are 
later additions (Ker, Catalogue, 317-18). The vernacular items, including the gloss to the first 
line of the Epistola Salvatoris, are printed by Julius Zupitza, “Mercisches aus der hs. Royal 2 
A. 20 im Britischen Museum,” Zeitschrift für deutsches Alterthum und deutsche Litteratur 33 
(1889): 47-66. 
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ne timeas et carmina inimicorum tuorum distruuntur. Et omnes inimici tui 
expellentur a te siue a grandine siue tonitrua non noceberis et ab omni 
periculo liberaueris, siue in mare siue in terra siue in die siue in nocte siue 
in locis obscures. Si quis hanc epistolam secum habuerit secures ambulet 
in pace. Amen.54 
 
Rufinus’ letter ends on et uitam tibi at his qui tecum sunt praestet, which 
is where the Royal text continues seamlessly with the protective measures 
that turn this Epistola Salvatoris into a charm. Cain is uncertain as to the 
origins of the addition, but such lists of averted dangers – bodily and 
spiritual, (super-)natural and man-made – are ubiquitous in Heavenly 
Letter charms, and indeed in protective charms as a genre.55 What is 
striking, though, is the age and the extent of the list, since there are no 
surviving analogues to this specific letter from Anglo-Saxon sources at all, 
and analogues from continental sources that approximate the date of 
the Royal manuscript and the content of the letter have yet to be 
identified.v 
 Speculating informatively on routes by which this early protective 
Epistola Salvatoris could have reached England, Cain rejects an Irish 
origin after due consideration, and believes that this first Anglo-Saxon 
Heavenly Letter charm may have been brought to England by Theodore 
                                                 
54 Cain, “Sacred Words,” 176-77. “Blessed are you who have believed in me when you have 
not seen me. For it is written about me that they who see me will not believe in me, and 
they who do not themselves see me will believe and live. However, concerning that which 
you have written to me – that I come to you – it is necessary for me to fulfil here all those 
things for which I was sent, and after I am finished I will return to him who sent me. 
Therefore, when I have been taken up, I will send one of my disciples to you, so that he 
may heal your illness and give life to you and also to those who are with you, and you will 
be saved; as it is written, whoever believes in me will be saved, whether in your home or in 
your city or in any place, none of your enemies will have dominion, and you need not fear 
the treacheries of the devil and the curses of your enemies will be broken, and all your 
enemies will be driven away from you. Whether in hail or thunder, you will not be injured, 
and you will be free from all dangers, whether on sea or on land, whether in day or in night, 
or in strange places, whoever has this letter with him will go about safely in peace. Amen”; 
Ibid., 172, 177. 
55 Charms are strongly formulaic, which includes such lists in protective charms. See also 
Lea T. Olsan, “Charms in Medieval Memory,” in Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. 
Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 59-88. 
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of Tarsus.56 The attested Irish counterparts to the Abgar legend in the 
Royal prayer book, Cain argues, are “clearly liturgical in nature”, 
whereas the Royal letter “belongs to the sphere of private devotion”, or, 
in the words of Jolly, “protective devotion”.57 Theodore, Cain continues, 
must have come into contact with the Abgar story in Tarsus or Antioch 
through Eusebius’ Greek Historia Ecclesiastica, through Rufinus’ Latin 
translation of the same, or through Syriac “documents that purported to 
preserve the original letters”, as corroborated by both Eusebius and 
Egeria.58 Although there is no direct evidence that Theodore introduced 
the protective(!) Epistola Salvatoris into England, it is not unthinkable that 
he mentioned the letter in his teaching, or that he brought written 
materials with him (which may have contained the letter in some form), 
for which there is evidence, also in the group of manuscripts to which 
Royal 2 A. xx belongs.59 Cain’s hypothesis is attractive, in spite of its 
tentativeness. However, a vital piece of information is missing, namely 
the language of Theodore’s source. Cain dismisses Rufinus’ Latin version 
of the Abgar legend as the basis for an (ad hoc?) expanded Heavenly 
Letter charm in the Royal manuscript, because Rufinus does not refer to 
the charm’s protective function, and because of “the long tradition of 
the [protective] text’s amuletic use throughout the early medieval period 
in which it was copied separately as a text independent of Rufinus”.60 
Eusebius’ Greek version does not mention the protective properties of 
the Heavenly Letter either, but if Theodore brought with him a Greek or 
even Syriac version of the protective Epistola Salvatoris as an 
independent text, then why is the non-protective part of the Royal letter 
so remarkably similar to Rufinus’ letter of Christ to Abgar? The only 
possible answer is that Theodore brought with him a lost Latin analogue 
                                                 
56 Cain, “Sacred Words,” 178-81. 
57 Ibid., 184; Karen L. Jolly, “On the Margins of Orthodoxy: Devotional Formulas and 
Protective Prayers in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 41,” in Signs on the Edge, ed. 
Sarah L. Keefer and Rolf H. Bremmer Jr., Mediaevalia Groninganae n.s. 10 (Paris, Leuven, 
Dudley, MA: Peeters, 2007), 148. 
58 Cain, “Sacred Words,” 182. 
59 Ibid., 182-4. See also Stephanie Hollis, “Anglo-Saxon Secular Learning and the 
Vernacular,” in Secular Learning in Anglo-Saxon England: Exploring the Vernacular, ed. László 
S. Chardonnens and Bryan Carella (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2012), 35. 
60 Ibid., 178. 
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to the Epistola Salvatoris in Royal 2 A. xx that circulated as an 
independent verbal charm, but was still based on Rufinus’ rendering of 
the letter of Christ to Abgar. If this is the case, it begs the question why 
such a verbal charm could not have been devised in England. 
 
2.5.2 LONDON, BRITISH LIBRARY, HARLEY 585, FOL. 184RV 
 
The second Anglo-Saxon Heavenly Letter can be found in the early 
eleventh-century magico-medical compendium Lacnunga in Harley 
585. This letter, presented as a cure wið utsihte (‘against diarrhoea’), is as 
follows: 
 
Wið utsihte: þysne pistol se ængel brohte to Rome þa hy wæran mid 
utsihte micclum geswæncte. Writ þis on swa langum bocfelle þæt hit 
mæge befon utan þæt heafod, 7 hoh on þæs mannes sweoran þe him 
þearf sy; him bið sona sel: 
Ranmigan adonai. Eltheos. mur. O ineffabile. O miginan. midanmian. 
misane. dimas. mode. mida. memagartem. Orta min. sigmone. 
beronice. irritas. uenas quasi dulaþ. feruor. fruxantis. sanguinis. siccatur. 
fla. fracta. frigula. mir gui. etsihdon. segulta. frautantur. in arno. 
midomnis. abar uetho. sydone. multo. saccula pp pppp sother sother. 
miserere mei Deus Deus mini Deus mei. AMEN. Alleluia, Alleluia.61 
 
This verbal charm cannot be typified as an Epistola Salvatoris, but the 
fact that it is brought by an angel to a locus of Christianity (as in the 
Sunday Letter) marks it as a Heavenly Letter. Another indication is the 
                                                 
61 Pettit, Anglo-Saxon Remedies, I, 110. “For diarrhoea: the angel brought this letter to Rome 
when they were greatly affected with diarrhoea. Write this on a piece of parchment long 
enough to surround the head, and hang it on the neck of the person for whom it is 
needed; he will soon be better: Ranmigan adonai. Eltheos. mur. O ineffabile. O miginan. 
midanmian. misane. dimas. mode. mida. memagartem. Orta min. sigmone. beronice. 
irritas. uenas quasi dulaþ. feruor. fruxantis. sanguinis. siccatur. fla. fracta. frigula. mir gui. 
etsihdon. segulta. frautantur. in arno. midomnis. abar uetho. sydone. multo. saccula pp 
pppp sother sother. miserere mei Deus Deus mini Deus mei. AMEN. Alleluia, Alleluia”; Ibid., I, 
111. 
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two-part nature of the text. It is not uncommon for protective Heavenly 
Letters to consist of an introduction and a letter proper. The introduction 
outlines the route the letter takes to its first destination, claims its efficacy, 
and provides instructions for its use. This specific letter claims to 
counteract diarrhoea on the basis of reportedly proven efficacy.62 The 
user of the charm is instructed to write the letter on a piece of 
parchment that is long enough to fit around the patient’s head,63 so that 
it can be worn around the neck, which qualifies the Lacnunga letter as 
an amuletic charm, because it is to be worn on the body (in contrast to 
the Epistola Salvatoris in Royal 2 A. xx). 
 The letter proper “is a potpourri of magic words, names, and 
formulas of Greek, Hebrew, [Aramaic,] Latin, and possibly Celtic origin”.64 
Such a mix of magical vocabulary, divine names and attributes, 
scriptural quotations and allusions, and liturgical formulas is a regular 
feature of verbal charms, and of these two-part Heavenly Letters in 
particular, where the introduction and the letter proper are not merged, 
partly through carefully planned code-switching. The artifice of the 
Epistola Salvatoris in contrast, relies on the seamless welding of the letter 
and its proclaimed efficacy. 
 Modern editors struggle to make sense of Heavenly Letters like 
the one in Lacnunga, because not all words and phrases can be 
accounted for, and the syntax of the letter is hard to grasp in view of its 
fragmented nature.65 The obfuscation on the part of the composers and 
adaptors of verbal charms of this kind, however, is deliberate and would 
not have been awkward in an environment with a big divide between 
                                                 
62 Cockayne offers that the epidemic in Rome was the result of a plague at the time of 
Gregory the Great (Leechdoms, wortcunning, and starcraft of early England being a 
collection of documents, for the most part never before printed, illustrating the history of 
science in this country before the Norman conquest III, Rerum Britannicarum Medii Aevi 
Scriptores 35 [London: Kraus, 1965], 67). 
63 Flint, The Rise of Magic, 307, uses this aspect of the Heavenly Letter in Lacnunga as an 
example of “encouraged magic”, i.e. magic promoted by the clergy to supplant 
unwanted magical practices. 
64 Skemer, Binding Words, 79. 
65 See Cockayne, Leechdoms, 67; Felix Grendon, “The Anglo-Saxon Charms,” Journal of 
American Folk-Lore 22.84 (1909): 233-34; Storms, Anglo-Saxon Magic, 274-75; Grattan and 
Singer, Anglo-Saxon Magic and Medicine, 189, n. 2; Pettit, Anglo-Saxon Remedies, II, 313-15. 
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lay and clerical languages, in which the non-vernacular had a strong 
ritualistic potential. 
 There are no known analogues to the Lacnunga letter from 
English sources, but Braekman identified a fifteenth-century Dutch 
analogue that parallels some of the wording of the letter proper.66 
 
2.5.3 LONDON, BRITISH LIBRARY, COTTON CALIGULA A. XV, FOL. 140R 
 
The portion of Caligula A. xv that contains the next Heavenly Letter is a 
late eleventh-century miscellany of computus material with notes, 
prognostics, charms and remedies in Latin and the vernacular.67 One of 
these is a Heavenly Letter charm, which, like the Lacnunga letter, consists 
of an introductory text in the vernacular and a letter proper: 
 
Se engel brohte þis gewrit of heofonum, 7 lede hit on uppan sanctus 
petrus weofud on rome. Se þe þis gebed singð on cyrcean, þonne 
forstent hit him sealtera sealma. And se þe hit singð æt his endedæge 
þonne forstent hit him huselgang. And hit mæg eac wið æghwilcum 
uncuþum yfele ægðer ge fleogendes ge farendes. Gif hit innon bið sing 
þis on wæter syle him drincan, sona him bið sel. Gif hit þonne utan si, sing 
hit on fersce buteran, 7 smere mid þæt lic, sona him kymð bot. And sing 
þis ylce gebed on niht ær þu to þinum reste ga, þonne gescylt þe god 
wið unswefnum þe nihternessum on menn becumað. 
Matheus, Marcus, Lucas, Iohannes, bonus fuit & sobrius religiosus, me 
abdicamus, me parionus, me orgillus, me ossius ossi dei fucanus 
susdispensator & pisticus. 
M’. M’. L. I. Cum patriarchis fidelis. Cum prophetis eterilis. Cum apostolis 
humilis. IHU xpi & matheus cum sanctis de fidelibus adiunctus est actibus. 
                                                 
66 Willy L. Braekman, “Notes on Old English Charms II,” Neophilologus 70 (1986): 608-10. The 
manuscript is London, British Library, Additional 39638. 
67 The composition of the original manuscript, now spread over Caligula A. xv and Egerton 
3314, is complex. See Pamela J. Willets, “A Reconstructed Astronomical Manuscript from 
Christ Church Library Canterbury,” British Museum Quarterly 30 (1966): 22-30. 
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M. M. L. I. Deum patrem. Deum filium. Deum spiritum sanctum trinum & 
unum & iohannem basileus fidelium damasci per suffragium sancti spiritus 
lucidum omnipotens uirtutibus sanctus est in sermonibus. 
M. M. L. Iohannes. Panpulo dimisit & addinetum. Λ & ω. per camellos 
abiunctionibus degestum sit pro omni dolore cum dubitu obseruatione 
obseruator. Exultabunt sancti in gloria, letabuntur. Exultationes dei in 
faucibus eorum. & gladii. Laudate deum in sanctis euis. oð ende.68 
 
This Heavenly Letter charm is considerably more amplified than the one 
in Lacnunga, and differs from it in significant ways. This time, the letter’s 
heavenly origin is made explicit and the destination is specified more 
precisely. The range of protective coverage is more extensive in the 
Caligula letter, and the instructions for use are more varied, depending 
upon the circumstances and nature of the danger. Unlike the Heavenly 
Letter charm in Lacnunga, the letter in Caligula A. xv is not amuletic: it is 
supposed to be sung in strictly prescribed settings, such as in church, 
upon dying, in bed, or over ingredients for a remedy. The singing, 
reminiscent of psalms, prayers, and instructions for incantations in charms 
– e.g., The Nine Herbs Charm, Wið dweorh – does not change the 
                                                 
68 Karen L. Jolly, “Tapping the Power of the Cross: Who and for Whom?,” in The Place of the 
Cross in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. Catherine E. Karkov, Sarah L. Keefer and Karen L. Jolly, 
Publications of the Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon Studies 4 (Woodbridge: Boydell 
Press, 2006), 63, n. 17; 64. “The angel brought this writing from heaven and laid it upon Saint 
Peter’s altar in Rome. Whoever sings this prayer in church, then it will benefit him as psalter 
psalms. And whoever sings it on his deathbed, then it will benefit him as houseling (taking 
the Eucharist). And it is also effective against every unknown evil either flying or travelling. If 
it is an inner (evil), sing this over water, give him to drink; soon he will be well. If it is an 
external (evil), sing it on fresh butter and smear his body with it; soon he will become 
healthy. And sing this same prayer at night before you go to your rest; then God will protect 
you from dreams and nightmares that come upon men. Matheus, Marcus, Lucas, 
Iohannes, bonus fuit & sobrius religiosus, me abdicamus, me parionus, me orgillus, me ossius 
ossi dei fucanus susdispensator & pisticus. M’. M’. L. I. Cum patriarchis fidelis. Cum prophetis 
eterilis. Cum apostolis humilis. IHU xpi & matheus cum sanctis de fidelibus adiunctus est 
actibus. M. M. L. I. Deum patrem. Deum filium. Deum spiritum sanctum trinum & unum & 
iohannem basileus fidelium damasci per suffragium sancti spiritus lucidum omnipotens 
uirtutibus sanctus est in sermonibus. M. M. L. Iohannes. Panpulo dimisit & addinetum. Λ & ω. 
per camellos abiunctionibus degestum sit pro omni dolore cum dubitu obseruatione 
obseruator. Exultabunt sancti in gloria, letabuntur. Exultationes dei in faucibus eorum. & 
gladii. Laudate deum in sanctis euis. until the end”; Ibid., 63, n. 17. 
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efficacy of the letter, but it does put other demands upon the user. 69 
Instead of the necessity of having access to writing materials and the 
ability to write, the user is now restricted by their “pragmatic 
competence with the language”.70 In this case the ritual performance of 
writing is exchanged for the performance of chanting, turning the 
Heavenly Letter in Caligula A. xv into a galdor, or in the words of the 
introduction: a gebed. The gebed has uses that go beyond the purely 
medical and include a non-corporeal dimension of mental and spiritual 
cleanliness. 
 The letter proper consists of four repetitive invocations of the 
evangelists, each time “followed by Latin or Greek phrases from psalms 
or liturgy”.71 Jolly hypothesizes that the repeated invocations suggest “a 
cross-shaped ritual performance”, with “the suggestion in Old English (oð 
ende) that the knowledgeable performer (presumably a monk or cleric) 
would complete the thought/prayer triggered by the phrase, similar to 
instructions in liturgical manuals and the Benedictine Rule”.72 If so, the 
demands upon the user of the Caligula letter are considerably higher 
than upon the user of the Lacnunga letter, because the former is 
expected to have had a clerical training, while the latter could also be 
sought among secular clergy or physicians, though not a “theoretically 
or surgically inclined physician”.73 Whatever the level of learning of the 
user, however, the two-part division of vernacular introduction and non-
vernacular letter proper is maintained. 
 
                                                 
69 Arnovick, Written Reliquaries, 38.  
70 The interface between writing and reciting in the charm Wið dweorh is discussed in 
Bellenden R. Hutcheson, “Wið Dweorh: An Anglo-Saxon Remedy for Fever in its Cultural and 
Manuscript Setting,” in Secular Learning in Anglo-Saxon England: Exploring the Vernacular, 
ed. László S. Chardonnens and Bryan Carella (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2012), 179-82. 
71 Jolly, “Tapping the Power,” 64. 
72 Ibid., 63, 64. 
73 Pettit, Anglo-Saxon Remedies, I, liv. 
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2.6 CONCLUSION 
 
Charms and amulets – i.e., charms worn on the body – containing 
Christian elements were not uncommon in Anglo-Saxon England. A great 
number of magico-religious charms exist – especially in medical 
collections, but also in books for private devotion. Protective Heavenly 
Letters constitute one type of charms. The idea of letters from heaven, 
endowed with divine power, is of great antiquity and hence diversity, but 
the first protective Heavenly Letters circulating in early medieval Western 
Europe are Christian and based on the apocryphal correspondence 
between Christ and King Abgar of Edessa.vi The letters between Christ 
and Abgar were not protective devices per se: Abgar’s letter lacked the 
authority to become a protective charm, and Christ’s letter was at first 
no more than a reply to Abgar, to which protective measures were 
appended at some later date. But once Heavenly Letters became 
protective charms, their use spread across cultures across the centuries 
until well into the twentieth century.  
 Heavenly Letter charms were used by many peoples in medieval 
Western Europe and the Anglo-Saxons were no exception. It is unclear, 
though, how exactly the Heavenly Letter – or to be more precise: 
knowledge of its function as a charm – reached the Anglo-Saxons; 
according to Cain, the first protective Anglo-Saxon Heavenly Letter can 
be tied, albeit indirectly, to Theodore of Tarsus, whose knowledge of 
Syriac Christianity and Greek historiography may have exposed him to 
the Epistola Salvatoris in some form. In any case, the earliest reports on 
the Abgar legend date back to Bede, and the earliest protective 
Epistola Salvatoris can be dated to the late eighth or early ninth century. 
This particular charm is attested, uniquely for Anglo-Saxon England, in 
Royal 2 A. xx. It is a letter of Christ to Abgar as transmitted in Rufinus’ 
translation of Eusebius, with an added section that explicates the 
protective function of the letter. 
 The other two Anglo-Saxon Heavenly Letter charms date from the 
eleventh century and are of a different type than the Royal letter. They 
consist of an introductory part in Old English and a letter proper in the 
non-vernacular. Both letters are reportedly brought to Rome by an 
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angel, comparable to the heavenly origin of the non-protective Sunday 
Letter. In addition to differences in phrasing and detail, the two 
multilingual Heavenly Letter charms differ in content: the Lacnunga letter 
is a cure for diarrhoea, whereas the Caligula letter avails against physical 
and non-physical threats. They also differ in their prescribed use: the 
Lacnunga letter has to be worn on the body and is therefore an amulet, 
but the Caligula letter has to be sung and therefore falls under the 
category of incantations. This seems to suggest that, despite the fact 
that both are generic Heavenly Letters, they do not share a common 
textual tradition, which is in keeping with the great diversity observed in 
Heavenly Letter charms from the later medieval period, in the Prière de 
Charlemagne, for instance.vii 
 The code-switching between Old English and other languages 
observed in the two-part Heavenly Letter charms is a feature that is fairly 
common in such letters, but the two eleventh-century English texts 
discussed here are the first to exhibit this feature. Schendl points out that 
code-switching was not as common in Old English as it was in Middle 
English, but it was by no means exceptional.74 Although Schendl focuses 
on macaronic poems and charters as loci of code-switching, it is not 
difficult to translate his findings to code-switching in charms. Schendl 
observes that Latin is often used for formulaic phrases and the vernacular 
for procedures that need to be identified clearly. In the case of charms, 
the latter would pertain to instructions for the user as to how and under 
which circumstances the charm should be used. Indeed, this is what 
happens frequently in multilingual charms from Anglo-Saxon sources, 
and consequently also in the two Heavenly Letter charms under 
discussion: the introduction is in the vernacular and the non-procedural 
part, the letter proper that consists of fixed formulas of sorts, is not. 
Moreover, mysteriousness, or even unintelligibility, is part of the reason 
why people put faith in charms. It cannot be difficult to fathom how the 
non-vernacular names, phrases and formulas made these two-part 
                                                 
74 Herbert Schendl, ““Hec sunt prata to wassingwellan”: Aspects of Code-Switching in Old 
English Charters,” Historical Sociolinguistics and Sociohistorical Linguistics 5 (2005), accessed 
1 July 2011 <http://www.let.leidenuniv.nl/hsl_shl/code%20 switching%20in%20oe.htm>. 
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Heavenly Letter charms so attractive, to Anglo-Saxons as well as to 
Anglo-Saxonists. 
                                                 
Additions and emendations to chapter 2 
i It should be noted that many Heavenly Letter charms in Anglo-Saxon 
and Middle English sources, among which the two Anglo-Saxon letters 
mentioned here, do not mention the correspondence between Christ 
and Abgar. In some cases, Christ is not even indicated as the source of 
the letter on which the charm in question is based. Middle English 
Heavenly Letter charms sometimes mention other heavenly figures as 
their authors. See chapter 3 of this dissertation for a more detailed 
discussion of different Heavenly Letter charms in Middle English sources.   
ii Eamon Duffy remarks that the pope referred to in Prières de 
Charlemagne could be Leo, Sylvester, or Gregory (The Stripping of the 
Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400-c.1580, 2nd ed. [New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2005]: 273). According to Bozoky, Pope 
Sylvester was mentioned most often between the thirteenth and the 
fifteenth century, and Pope Leo was mentioned most often from the 
fifteenth century onwards (Charmes et prières apotropaïques, 51). 
iii In fact, the majority of Heavenly Letter charms in Middle English sources 
are Prières de Charlemagne. See chapter 3 of this dissertation. 
iv It is more likely that the protective Epistola Salvatoris as well as both the 
protective and the non-protective Sunday Letter, and, at a later stage 
and consequently perhaps more indirectly, the Prière de Charlemagne 
all derive from the topos of letters sent from heaven (cf. Skemer, Binding 
Words, 97). Other charms – for instance, the charm of Saint William or 
Susan against gout and swelling and charms based on holy 
measurements – in some cases also claim heavenly provenance.    
v An Epistola Salvatoris in a fifteenth-century Norman-French prayer book 
(Oxford, Bodleian Library, Auct. D. infra 2. 11, ff. 252-4r) features an 
addition to Rufinus’ letter that is quite similar to the one in London, British 
Library, Royal 2 A. xx. The addition in MS Auct. D. infra 2. 11 reads: ‘Item 
mitto tibi epistolam meam scriptam ubicunque fueris et eam super te 
portaueris saluus eris a giandine a fulmine, ab onni periculo et nemo 
inimicorum tuorum dominabitur tibi, et insidias dyaboli non timebis, et 
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carmina inimicorum tuorum destruentur, et inimici tui spiritus a te 
expellentur, et saluus eris in ciuitate in domo in uia, in agro in mar, et 
ubicunque fueris’.   
vi In the case of the Epistola Salvatoris, a direct link between the charm 
and the correspondence between Christ and Abgar cannot be denied. 
Whether there is also a direct link between this correspondence and the 
Prière de Charlemagne is another matter, cf. endnotes i and iv. The 
same can be said for Caligula and Lacnunga Heavenly Letter charms, 
which seem to belong neither to the genre of Epistolae Salvatoris, nor to 
the genre of Prières de Charlemagne.  
vii It should be noted, however, that there are in fact demonstrable genre 
features present in the Middle English Prières de Charlemagne. See 
chapter 3 of this dissertation. 
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3 
TYPOLOGISING HEAVENLY LETTER CHARMS IN 
LATE MEDIEVAL ENGLISH SOURCES  
 
Adapted version of “Typologising Heavenly Letter Charms in Late 
Medieval English Sources.” Modern Philology (submitted). 
 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
Curative and protective verbal charms claiming heavenly authority are 
substantially represented in medieval English sources. Some of these texts 
present themselves as letters coming from heaven – some claim to have 
been written by a saint, by Christ, or even by God himself. These texts 
have been named Celestial or Heavenly Letter charms, and have 
appeared for centuries in different shapes, forms and languages. When 
comparing Anglo-Saxon to later medieval English Heavenly Letters, it 
cannot escape notice that the charm seems to have increased in 
popularity over the course of the Middle Ages: the number of Heavenly 
Letters in Middle English sources is considerably greater than that in 
Anglo-Saxon sources. Moreover, the charm developed a number of 
commonly known varieties in the late medieval period that were copied 
time and again. However, in spite of its frequent presence in Middle 
English medical and religious miscellanies and amulet rolls, the Heavenly 
Letter is conspicuously absent in discussions of charms as a genre and in 
typologies of English charms. This absence begs the question of whether 
Heavenly Letter charms collectively can be called a text type, based on 
certain content-based elements, or ‘building blocks’, that define each of 
these texts as a Heavenly Letter charm. This article represents the first 
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effort to provide an overview of late medieval English Heavenly Letters.1 
The different variants of the charm are discussed and a corpus of 
Heavenly Letter charms appearing in late medieval English sources is 
presented. The most important aim of the current article is to shed light 
on the Heavenly Letter’s status as a text type. To this end, recent 
typologies of charms are taken into account, as well as examples culled 
from the corpus of Heavenly Letters. In addition, the Middle English 
Heavenly Letter charms are examined and compared to their 
counterparts in Old English and other Western European languages.         
  
3.2 VERBAL CHARMS AND THE HEAVENLY LETTER IN THE LATE MIDDLE AGES 
 
Verbal charms were employed on a large scale in late medieval Europe 
(c. 1300-1500). They rely on the spoken or written word for their 
effectiveness, and as such, these charms provided relatively accessible 
means of healing and protecting oneself and one’s possessions. Based 
on those charms that have survived in medieval books and on rolls and 
scraps of paper and parchment, we have an idea of the great variety of 
charms that must have circulated in Europe in the late Middle Ages. 
Examples of charms against physical ailments, such as bleeding and 
toothache, and other misfortunes and troubles, such as theft, false 
judgements and the forces of nature, abound in medieval books and 
rolls. Some feature in collections of charms, but a considerable number 
of charms appears alongside other texts, most notably medical and 
religious texts. Like other medieval texts, these charms in their various 
material contexts were spread and translated, evolving into a body of 
texts crossing boundaries of languages and time, as witnessed, for 
instance, by the similarities between a fifteenth-century Dutch charm 
against the plague stating dinghel van hemelrikee brochtse te Roome in 
                                                 
1 For a discussion of Heavenly Letter charms in Anglo-Saxon sources see Rosanne Hebing, 
“The Text Tradition of Heavenly Letter Charms in Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts,” in Secular 
Learning in Anglo-Saxon England: Exploring the Vernacular, ed. László S. Chardonnens and 
Bryan Carella (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2012), 203-22. 
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eene grote steerfte2 and an eleventh-century English charms against 
diarrhoea stating þysne pistol se ængel brohte to Rome þa hy wæran 
mid utsihte micclum geswæncte3. Charms like these found their way 
across medieval Western Europe as “part of a continent-wide, informal, 
popular circulation of material” based on written exemplars as well as 
material present in oral-based memory.4  
One particular type of charm that was used frequently in the 
Middle Ages is the Celestial or Heavenly Letter charm. These charms 
claim to have come from heaven. The origin of the use of a letter from 
heaven as a charm is claimed by Don Skemer to lie both in a “collective 
memory of ‘celestial letters’” and in the apocryphal correspondence 
between Christ and King Abgar of Edessa (d. 50 AD). Abgar was 
purportedly suffering from an incurable illness and was also plagued by 
political problems, as his city of Edessa was under attack. Having heard 
of Christ’s miracles, Abgar wrote to Christ to ask for his blessing in order to 
overcome these physical and political difficulties.5 Christ’s written reply, 
containing his blessing and, according to some versions of the legend, a 
depiction of Christ’s face, became the basis for one of the older varieties 
of the Heavenly Letter charm: the Epistola Salvatoris – the Saviour’s 
Letter. This variety of the Heavenly Letter remained in use until well after 
the Middle Ages, as witnessed by a version of the charm that can be 
found in a pamphlet circulating in Orkney in the eighteenth century.6 A 
nineteenth-century note in the evangelical magazine The Religious 
                                                 
2 London, British Library, Additional 39638, fol. 15rv: “the angel of heaven brought them [i.e. 
the divine names that constitute the functional part of the charm] to Rome when many 
were dying”. 
3 London, British Library, Harley 585, fol. 184rv: “the angel brought this letter to Rome when 
they were greatly afflicted with diarrhoea”. 
4 Thomas M. Smallwood, “The Transmission of Charms in English, Medieval and Modern,” in 
Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2004), 16, 18. See also Jonathan Roper, English Verbal Charms, FF Communications 288 
(Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 2005), 159, 161; Éva Pócs and William Ryan, 
“Introduction,” in The Power of Words: Studies on Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. 
James Kapaló, Éva Pócs and William Ryan (Budapest: Central European University Press, 
2013): 3. 
5 Don Skemer, Binding Words: Textual Amulets in the Middle Ages (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 97. 
6 P., “Orkney Folk-Lore”. Notes and Queries 7th ser. 5.119 (1888): 261-62. 
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Intelligencer talks about a ‘Roman Catholic superstition’ called ‘our 
Saviour’s Letter’, which was used in early nineteenth-century Devon as 
an amulet that “[a]lmost every poor person … had seen” for women in 
labour and against dangers such as thunder and lightning. The letter was 
passed down from parents to children, but it could also be bought. 
Apparently, people were not keen to part with their letter.7  
Like many verbal charms, Epistolae Salvatoris usually consist of 
two parts: they contain a passage explaining the purpose of the charm 
as well as a charm proper – the letter itself. All Epistolae appearing in 
medieval English sources are rendered completely in Latin, although their 
introduction sometimes appears in the vernacular. One such Epistola 
can be found in the fifteenth-century prayer book Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, Bodley 850, fol. 95v (HL27).8 The letter explains how Christ would 
send Thaddeus, one of his disciples, to cure Abgar from his illness (nunc 
ergo mittam ad te unum ex discipulis meis thadeum nomine ut curet te a 
languore tuo et saluus eris). It is preceded by an introduction in the 
vernacular stating that whoever keeps the charm on his person or says or 
hears it spoken once or twice every day is safe from all peril, as long as 
he believes in God.9 This description of the charm classifies it as a verbal 
charm: it depends on words for its efficacy.    
A second variety of the Heavenly Letter called the Prière de 
Charlemagne distinguished itself through oral and textual transmission in 
the later Middle Ages. The Prière does not mention the correspondence 
between Christ and Abgar, but rather claims to have been sent, usually 
by an angel, to the Emperor Charlemagne (742-814 AD) to protect him 
in the battle at Roncesvalles in the year 778. This Charlemagne letter is 
mentioned for the first time in the thirteenth-century French Chanson du 
Chevalier au Cygne. In this chanson de geste, the charm is indeed used 
                                                 
7 Nathan Whiting, “Deplorable Ignorance,” The Religious Intelligencer 10.46 (1826): 719. 
8 All texts under discussion are listed in the appendix, and are referred to by a number 
preceded by ‘HL’ for ‘Heavenly Letter’. The two other Epistolae are HL5 and HL28. 
9 See Rosanne Hebing, “‘Allmygti god this lettyr sent’: English Heavenly Letter Charms in Late 
Medieval Books and Rolls,” Studies in Philology (accepted). 
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by Charlemagne in battle.10 An example can be found in the sixteenth-
century medical miscellany Oxford, Bodleian Library, Additional B. 1, fols. 
18r-19r (HL23). This charm starts by stating that sainte Leo þe pope of 
Rome wrote þes names to kinge charlis of france when he went to the 
battaile of ronculvale11. The ‘Saint Leo’ referred to in this charm is 
actually Pope Leo. Many Prières de Charlemagne mention a pope, 
often Leo III (d. 816 AD), acting as an intermediary.12 The presence of 
Pope Leo III in this context is not surprising: he was the one who crowned 
Charlemagne Imperator Romanorum in the year 800, and he was known 
to give gifts, especially religious ones, to Charlemagne. Sophie Page in 
fact attributes the Prières lasting popularity to its combination of three 
powerful elements: the sacred, represented by the pope, the imperial, 
represented by Charlemagne, and the celestial, represented by the 
heavenly origins of the letter.13  
Prières de Charlemagne are usually more explicitly bipartite than 
Epistolae Salvatoris: they typically consist of an introduction in the 
vernacular, stating where the letter came from, how it was brought to 
earth, and what its function is, and a charm proper. The fifteenth-century 
roll New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, Glazier 39 (HL21) starts with a 
Prière that needs to be worn on the body or ‘worshipped daily’ in order 
for its user to receive seven gifts, which include protection against a 
broad range of inconveniences, such as sudden death, poison, fever 
and false accusations, as well as the comfort of seeing the Virgin Mary 
and having sufficient goods. This particular Prière was sent to 
Charlemagne by Pope Innocent instead of Pope Leo.  
                                                 
10 See Edina Bozoky, Charmes et prières apotropaïques, Typologie des sources du Moyen 
Âge occidental 86 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), 51. The chanson de geste was translated into 
English (The Knight of the Swanne) by Robert Copland around 1560. This translation can be 
found on EEBO (Early English Books Online). The charm had already spread to Britain by that 
time, however.  
11 “Saint Leo, the pope of Rome, wrote these names to King Charles of France when he 
went to the battle at Roncesvalles”. 
12 Only a few of the Prières in medieval English sources do not mention Pope Leo as an 
intermediary (see appendix). HL4, HL9 and HL14 state that an angel brought the letter to 
earth, HL17 does not mention an intermediary at all, and HL21 and HL33 feature other 
intermediaries (Pope Innocent and the Emperor Constantine, respectively).   
13 Sophie Page, Magic in Medieval Manuscripts (London: The British Library, 2004), 32-33. 
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It should be noted that not all Heavenly Letters were used as 
charms; there were also admonitory Heavenly Letters, known as Sunday 
Letters, which warned their readers against not keeping the Sabbath. An 
Old English example of such an admonitory letter from heaven can be 
found in the eleventh-century collection of homilies Cambridge, Corpus 
Christi College, 419, fols. 38v-73r. This text presents itself as an 
ærendgewrit – a written message – from the Lord, that feoll of þam 
seofoðan heofone14. It warns its Anglo-Saxon readers for a firy rain that 
will come upon them if they do not stop working on Saturday afternoon 
and on Sunday (And gif ge nellað gelefan, ic sende to eow beornendne 
ren and sweflene leg, and eow fordeð and eowre bearn butan ende15). 
Unlike most protective charms, Sunday Letters could run on for many 
pages, explaining why the Sabbath should be kept and how the sinful 
would suffer and burn.16  
Although Heavenly Letter charms vary in contents, they are quite 
similar in terms of function. Heavenly Letters were employed against a 
range of physical, social and natural threats, and they often specifically 
serve as a means of protection for (expectant) mothers before, during 
and after childbirth. Their multifunctionality is illustrated by this example 
taken from the sixteenth-century manuscript Oxford, Bodleian Library, 
Tanner 407, fol. 36rv, also known as the commonplace book of Robert 
Reynes of Acle (HL31). The function of the charm is described as follows: 
Ho so euer bere þis writyng abowte hym, he schal ouercome his 
enmyes withowten fayle. Also a woman trauelyng of a chylde, do 
rede þis writyng ouer hyr, or put this writyng abowte her and sche 
schal sone be delyuered be þe grace of god, withowte perell. And 
ho so euer bere þis writyng abowte hym, he schall not pace owte 
of þis worlde in myscheue but he schall haue þe sacrament of holy 
chirche be þe grace of god, ner he schal not be robbyd with non 
                                                 
14 “that fell from the seventh heaven”. 
15 “And if you do not want to believe, I will send to you burning rain and sulphurous flame, 
and it will destroy you and your children without end” (Dorothy Haines, Sunday Observance 
and the Sunday Letter in Anglo-Saxon England, Anglo-Saxon Texts 8 [Cambridge: D. S. 
Brewer, 2010]: 125). 
16 See Haines, Sunday Observance and the Sunday Letter. 
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thevys, be nyght ne be day, ne he schal not be ouercome with 
noon sprytys be the grace of god and the vertu of þese names.17  
The charm proper – the contents of the letter – is in this case a list of 
divine names, which is quite common for Heavenly Letters. However, it 
can also be a Crux Christi18 – a verbal charm invoking the cross of Christ 
multiple times for healing or protection – or an illustration of a so-called 
holy measurement, such as the length of the nails of the passion or 
Christ’s side wound or the height of the Virgin.19 A thirteenth-century Latin 
version of the Prière de Charlemagne in Canterbury, Cathedral Library, 
Additional 23 features as a charm proper a literal rendition of literas 
brought down from heaven in the form of a row of letters (HL7).20  
In addition to being multifunctional, the majority of Heavenly 
Letter charms is amuletic. This is also witnessed in the Tanner Heavenly 
Letter described above. Amuletic charms explicitly require physical 
contact with the person or object they protect. It is not surprising that 
Heavenly Letters are predominantly amuletic: the letter itself – the charm 
proper – represents a combination of the written words or drawn images 
that make up the contents of the letter on the one hand and the 
material carrier on which they appear on the other. Contents and carrier 
were produced in heaven or at least by a divine entity and then 
transported to an earthly recipient. Heavenly Letters are therefore, by 
definition, physical objects.  
The Heavenly Letter charm did not fade out of existence with the 
waning of the Middle Ages. The prolifically printed prayer books of the 
                                                 
17 “Whoever carries this writing on his body shall overcome his enemies without fail. Also, 
read out this writing over a pregnant woman or place this writing on her body, and she 
shall soon deliver her child without peril, by the grace of God. And whoever carries this 
writing on his body shall not leave this world in sin, but he shall receive the Sacrament of the 
Holy Church [i.e. the Last Rites], by the grace of God. He shall not be robbed by thieves by 
night or by day, nor shall he be overcome by spirits, by the grace of God and the virtue of 
these names”. 
18 HL11 and HL24 (see appendix) are accompanied by a Crux Christi.  
19 E.g., Thomas R. Forbes, “Verbal Charms in British Folk Medicine,” Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society 115 (1971): 302; Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: 
Traditional Religion in England, c.1400-c.1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2005), 273, 276. HL14, HL17, HL20, HL21 and HL33 (see appendix) are all accompanied by a 
holy measurement. All of these charms occur on rolls, except for HL17. 
20 Skemer, Binding Words, 295. 
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sixteenth century feature Prières, often with a Crux Christi as the charm 
proper. More recently, use of Heavenly Letter charms was reported in 
nineteenth-century Pennsylvania, where the Pennsylvania Dutch used 
the Himmelsbriefe they had brought from their native Germany, and 
continued through the First World War. A nineteenth-century example 
that circulated in Pennsylvania presents itself as a copy of a Himmelsbrief 
welcher mit goldenen Buchstaben geschrieben und zu sehen ist in der St. 
Michaels-Kirche zu St. Germain21, where it floated over the baptismal 
font. The letter, which serves as a protective device as well as an 
admonition to keep the Sabbath, states that it needs to be copied and 
spread, as the original letter cannot be touched and will only unfold 
when one tries to copy it. As pointed out by Martyn Lyons, Heavenly 
Letter charms were also printed and sold on separate sheets of paper in 
nineteenth-century France. These Heavenly Letter charms often claim to 
have been found by a deaf-mute child, which again emphasises the 
necessity for written transmission of the letter. In other instances, the 
charm could only be picked up or read by a certain member of the 
clergy.22 One of the prerequisites of the nineteenth-century French letters 
was that they were copied and distributed. They would not be effective 
as a means of protection otherwise, and if the letter was not spread, 
retribution would follow. This has led to the observation that Heavenly 
Letter charms – or Heavenly Letters in general – are the predecessor of 
modern-day chain letters.23 A charm reminiscent in terms of contents 
and function of the Prière de Charlemagne called Krachtig Gebed van 
Keizer Karel tot het Heilig Kruis en het Lijden van onzen Heer Jezus Christus 
(“Powerful prayer of Charlemagne to the Holy Cross and the Suffering of 
our Lord Jesus Christ”) appears to have been used in twentieth-century 
Flanders and is still circulating on the internet.24  
                                                 
21 “Letter from heaven which was written in golden letters and can be seen in Saint 
Michael’s Church in St. Germain”. 
22 Martyn Lyons, “Celestial Letters: Morals and Magic in Nineteenth-Century France,” French 
History 27.4 (2013): 498, 506-07. 
23 Ibid., 507, 512-13. 
24 Harlinda Lox, “Kaiser Karl V. in der flämischen Erzählkultur,” in Erzählkultur: Beiträge zur 
Kulturwissenschaftlichen Erzählforschung. Hans-Jörg Uther zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Rolf W. 
Brednich (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2009): 263-76; In de Geest van Gebed, “Gebed tot het Heilig 
Kruis en Lijden van Onze Heer Jezus Christus,” accessed June 11, 2015, 
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3.3 HEAVENLY LETTER CHARMS AS A TEXT TYPE 
 
Notwithstanding the charm’s longevity, and in spite of examples of 
Heavenly Letter charms being mentioned in studies of charms in general 
or even being the object of study themselves, they are conspicuously 
absent in typologies and indexes of charms. Jonathan Roper, for 
instance, composed a database of over five hundred English charms, on 
which his typology is based. However, classification of charms does not 
seem to have been his aim: he already implicitly identified a set of 
charm types before entering individual charms into the database. A 
charm is immediately assigned to a particular charm type. He then 
distinguished the Christian from the non-Christian charm types and 
proceeded to describe the different charm types in terms of the 
contextual data taken from his database. He did not include Heavenly 
Letter charms in his database, nor did he mention them in his typology, 
even though they should not, in theory, have been excluded from his 
category of Christian charms, which he defines as containing “biblical, 
saintly (i.e. referring to saints) or apocryphal motifs”.25 This makes one 
wonder which criteria are to be used to determine whether a group of 
texts can be called a text type, and how these criteria are applied in 
charm scholarship.  
Members of a community are typically able to determine to 
which text type a particular text belongs.26 There is, however, no 
definitive criterion for ‘outsiders’ to formally distinguish one text type from 
another. Especially when studying cultural phenomena from the past, 
such as medieval charms, taking an etic, outsider’s, point of view is more 
or less inevitable. Text types can be demarcated in various ways: in 
addition to content, one can take into account the layout of the text, 
the style in which it is written, and whether or not it is rendered in the 
                                                                                                                       
www.geestvangebed.nl/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=370&Itemid=41; 
Willem H. Th. Knippenberg, Devotionalia: Beelden, prentjes, rozenkransen en andere 
religieuze voorwerpen uit het katholieke leven (Eindhoven: Bura Boeken, 1980), 118-19. 
25 Cf. Roper, English Verbal Charms, 90-91. 
26 Ruth Carroll, “The Middle English Recipe as a Text-Type,” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 
100.1 (1999): 27. 
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vernacular, for instance.27 I am not alluding here to a Biberian typology 
of texts based on “sets of syntactic and lexical features that co-occur 
frequently in texts”, but rather to what Biber would consider ‘genre’, i.e., 
“text categories readily distinguished by mature speakers of a 
language”.28 As charms are highly versatile in terms of form, contents 
and context, they resist straightforward categorisation based on these 
aspects.29 Recent studies into genre features, indexes and typologies of 
charms agree that they are most logically arranged according to their 
function,30 although it should be noted that a functional categorisation 
still leads to a considerable degree of overlap between categories.31  
A functional categorisation of charms entails a classification on 
multiple levels. Let us take as an example a charm in the late medieval 
medical manuscript York, Minster Library, XVI.E.32. The charm runs as 
follows: To delyuer a woman of a dede childe oþer of a quyke. Leye 
vpon hyre wombe þis wryte: maria peperit christum, anna mariam, 
elizabeth iohannem, cecilia remigium + satorum + arapo + tenet + opera 
+ rotris + and 3yf hire to drynke betanye and 3he schal haue childe 
withoute trauayle.32 First, the general function or theme of a particular 
charm can be established – in this case we are dealing with a medical 
charm which is accompanied by a recipe (a drink of betony). The more 
                                                 
27 Manfred Görlach, Text Types and the History of English, Trends in Linguistics, Studies and 
Monographs 139 (Berlin, NY: Mouton de Gruyter, 2004), 124-25. 
28 Douglas Biber, “A Typology of English Texts,” Linguistics 27 (1989): 5. 
29 Francisco Alonso-Almeida, “The Middle English Medical Charm: Register, Genre and Text 
Type Variables,” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 109.1 (2008): 19. 
30 E.g., Tatiana Agapkina and Andrei Toporkov, “Charm Indexes: Problems and 
Perspectives,” in The Power of Words: Studies on Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. 
James Kapaló, Éva Pócs and William Ryan (Budapest: Central European University Press, 
2013), 76; Jonathan Roper, “Typologising English and European Charms,” in Charms and 
Charming in Europe, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 128-29. 
31 Ibid., 134-39. 
32 “To deliver a woman of a dead or a living child. Place this writing upon her womb: ‘maria 
peperit christum, anna mariam, elizabeth iohannem, cecilia remigium + satorum + arapo + 
tenet + opera + rotris +’ and give her betony to drink, and she shall give birth without 
difficulties”. The ‘+’ indicates that one should sign himself with the cross. The charm proper 
states that Mary begot Christ, Anne begot Mary, Elizabeth begot John [i.e. John the Baptist] 
and Cecilia begot Remigius [i.e. probably Saint Remigius of Reims, whose mother was 
called Celina]. 
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specific function of the charm can then also be taken into account. 
Within the category of medical charms, there are blood-staunching 
charms, charms against gout, charms against fever, etc. The charm 
given here, however, aims to ensure safe childbirth. Subsequently, the 
charm type can be determined – this particular charm combines two 
types: the peperit type, in which a list of holy mothers is given, and the 
sator arepo tenet opera rotas type, i.e., a palindrome which is sometimes 
presented as a magical square.33 If a charm type has multiple variants, 
further levels of classification are conceivable.  
A charm’s purpose can be gleaned from its contents, but the 
question remains what, aside from instinct, assigns a charm to a 
particular type, such as the peperit or sator types described above, and 
when in fact a group of more or less similar texts can be said to form a 
charm type. The boundaries of a charm type remain indistinct. The crux 
may lie in identifying the elements or ‘building blocks’ that make up 
charms. Examples of these building blocks are a header, title or tag, ritual 
language or formulas, directions for application, an incantation or 
operative words, and the expected result of the charm. A charm in 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Library, fols. 22v-23r displays a number 
of these building blocks: 
[TITLE:] A charm for þe hawe in the ye. [LITURGICAL FORMULA:] In 
nomine + patris + et filii + spiritus sancti + amen. [INCANTATION:] Y 
coniure þe hawe in þe name of the fader & of the sone & of the 
holy gost that fro this time foreward thou neuer greue more the 
ye of this man. [INCANTATION:] + Iesu + Crist if it be þi wil draw out 
þis hawe and clense the ye of N þi seruant as virilich & as sothlich 
as þu clensedest the ye of Tobie. [FORMULA:] + agios + agios + 
agios + sanctus + sanctus + sanctus + christus vivat + christus 
regnat + christus imperat + christus sine fine uiuit et regnat. In 
nomine patris etc. [DIRECTIONS:] Ðis charm schal be seid thries on 
þe ye & at ech time a pater noster & Aue & writ þis charm in a 
scrolle and bere it & use that medcyn that is afore write for the 
                                                 
33 Cf. Agapkina and Toporkov, “Charm Indexes,” 76, 78. 
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perle in the ye & also the jous of celidonie is god to put in the ye 
for the hawe34. 
Charm scholars have started seeing the added value of this 
‘mechanical’ perspective on charms – i.e., of studying them in light of 
the composition of their contents. Lea Olsan, for instance, proposes a 
generic structure of charms that must have been more or less generally 
known in medieval times. She uses this structure to explain how people 
were able to recollect charms and relate certain motifs to specific 
medical conditions.35 It is not Olsan’s purpose to delineate charm types 
by identifying and describing their building blocks; she merely uses a 
corpus of charms to illustrate how these texts are structured. However, 
this manner of looking at charms could in fact lead to a useful 
categorisation criterion. The presence of certain building blocks and their 
nature – for instance, which formulas are used, how the charm should be 
applied, and what its expected results are – could allow for identification 
of individual charm types. Any variation in the presence or nature of the 
building blocks of a certain charm type could point to the existence of 
multiple subtypes. 
Following this line of reasoning, certain features can be 
distinguished that make a text recognizable as a Heavenly Letter charm. 
First of all, these charms have in common that they explicitly present 
themselves as letters, i.e., as contents on a material carrier, sent from one 
                                                 
34 “A charm for a hawe in the eye. In the name of the father, the son and the holy ghost, 
amen. I conjure you, hawe, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Ghost, that from now on you will not afflict this man anymore. + Jesus + Christ, if it is your will, 
draw out this hawe and cleanse the eye of N[ame], your servant, as truly as you cleansed 
the eye of Tobias. + agios + agios + agios + sanctus + sanctus + sanctus + christus vivat + 
christus regnat + christus imperat + christus sine fine uiuit et regnat. In the name of the 
Father etc. This charm should be said three times over the eye, each time together with the 
Lord’s Prayer and a Hail Mary, and write this charm on a scroll and carry it on your body, 
and use the cure written down above for a discolouration in the eye, and the juice of 
celandine is also good to put in the eye against a hawe”. The ‘+’ indicates that one should 
sign himself with the cross. The formula in the middle contains the Greek and Latin words for 
‘holy’ and the statement “may Christ live, may Christ reign, may Christ command, may 
Christ live and reign without end”. 
35 Lea T. Olsan, “Charms in Medieval Memory,” in Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. 
Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 62-64. For another study of the 
building blocks of charms, see Alonso-Almeida, “The Middle English Medical Charm,” 17-30. 
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place or person to another. The charm in Göttingen, Niedersächsische 
Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek, Philol. 163 (HL10), for instance, states 
that seynt Leon the pope of Rome wrote this letter and sende hyt to kyng 
Charles the gode kyng of Frawnce.36 As described above, this emphasis 
on their materiality classifies Heavenly Letter charms in a sense as charm 
objects, an assumption that is supported by the fact that the majority is 
amuletic. They also as a rule claim holy provenance, even if it must be 
noted that ‘Heavenly Letters’ is in a sense a misnomer for these charms: 
some of them name as their author Christ (i.e., before his death) or a 
pope, although the latter is then often referred to as ‘saint’, as is the case 
in the Göttingen charm mentioned above. ‘Holy Letters’ may therefore 
actually be a better label for this body of charms. The things that make 
them recognizable as a category, then, are their holy provenance and 
their amuletic nature.  
The question remains why, despite some recognizable building 
blocks being shared among Heavenly Letter charms, the charm is absent 
from charm indexes such as Roper’s. The problem might be that charm 
scholarship focuses on orally transmitted verbal charms. Roper does so 
explicitly. As Heavenly Letter charms emphasize their materiality – they 
are written texts or images on a material carrier – to the point of 
becoming physical objects, it could be that they do not logically fall into 
the category of charms addressed in studies that deal with the orality of 
these texts. Moreover, their multifunctional character hampers 
identification of Heavenly Letter charms according to a functional 
categorisation. Well-known charm types such as the Flum Jordan charm 
and the Longinus charm can perhaps be more easily delineated, as they 
have a single purpose, which is stopping the flow of blood. Moreover, as 
Olsan points out, motifs like Flum Jordan and Longinus are semantically 
related to the purpose of staunching blood: Flum Jordan often features 
Christ commanding the River Jordan to stop flowing, and Longinus 
revolves around centurion Longinus piercing Christ’s side and the 
resulting flow of blood, which is followed by Longinus converting to 
                                                 
36 “Saint Leo, the pope of Rome, wrote this letter and sent it to King Charles, the good king 
of France”. 
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Christianity and being cured from his blindness.37 Heavenly Letter charms, 
on the other hand, are multipurpose; they are not geared towards 
preventing or solving a single medical, natural or social issue, nor is their 
function semantically related to the motif of a letter coming from 
heaven or having a divine sender. Even though their multifunctionality 
defines Heavenly Letter charms, then, it also makes them more elusive 
than charms with a single purpose. 
Complicating matters further is the fact that there are more 
charms that claim holy or heavenly provenance, most notably those 
charms purportedly written by Saint Suzanne or William. Unlike the 
Heavenly Letter charms discussed above, Saint William charms have a 
single purpose: they cure their users from gout and growths.38 Roper 
mentions the charm, but only in passing, stating that the Saint Suzanne 
charm is “rarely instanced”, and only one Saint William charm occurs in 
his charm database, leading him to the conclusion that “there was not 
sufficient evidence … to be able to consider it a type to be included in 
the typology”.39 An example of a Saint William charm with exactly this 
aim can be found in the fifteenth-century miscellany London, British 
Library, Add. 12195, fol. 146r. The charm states that it was brought out of 
paradise by the angel Gabriel to charme christen men and women in 
order to cure them from alle palsys and of þe gowte of the cankyr and 
of the festyr of þe gowte.40 An important difference between Saint 
William charms and the charms labelled Heavenly Letter charms in the 
present work is that the former do not emphasize their status as written 
texts; Saint William charms are less frequently amuletic, and often 
function as incantations. Ultimately, whether or not all charms containing 
a reference to a heavenly entity or perhaps all letter-like charms should 
be considered a single category depends on which feature of these 
texts is regarded as pivotal. 
                                                 
37 Olsan, “Charms in Medieval Memory,” 75-76. 
38 Bozoky, Charmes et Prières Apotropaïques, 39. 
39 Roper, English Verbal Charms, 68. 
40 “To charm Christian men and women … from all palsies, from gout, from sores and from 
ulceration due to gout”. Other Saint William charms occur in, for example, Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, Bodley 761, fol. 20v; London, British Library, Additional 12195, fol. 146r; London, British 
Library, Sloane 521, fols. 272r-273r; London, British Library, Sloane 962, fol. 72rv. 
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The charm type of multipurpose Heavenly Letters, then, can 
arguably be divided into two subtypes, namely the charm variants 
discussed above – Epistolae Salvatoris and Prières de Charlemagne. 
Epistolae Salvatoris make up the oldest subtype, even though their use 
continues into the later Middle Ages. They are renditions, usually in Latin, 
of the apocryphal letter from Christ to Abgar, always including a version 
of John 20:29 (“blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have 
believed”). The fifteenth-century Epistola in Bodley 850, for instance, 
starts with: euge euge abagare qui me non vidisti et in me sperasti et 
credidisti. Similarly, the first sentence of an Epistola written roughly six 
centuries earlier in London, British Library, Royal 2 A. xx states: beatus es 
qui me non uidisti et credisti in me. Both Epistolae are multipurpose 
amuletic charms, and both explicitly mention Christ and Abgar. The 
subtype of Epistolae, then, is distinguished by the fact that it contains 
charms that (i) are in Latin; (ii) are (explicit) renditions of the letter from 
Christ to Abgar; (iii) feature John 20:29 in some form; and (iv) are 
multifunctional. Prières de Charlemagne, on the other hand, are a 
product of the later Middle Ages and usually appear in the vernacular. 
They do not mention either Christ or Abgar, but typically contain a 
reference to Charlemagne as the original recipient of a letter coming 
from heaven or from a divine entity. An angel or a pope is often 
mentioned as an intermediary, but the charm subtype is defined by (i) 
the presence of its namesake; (ii) its multifunctional nature; and (iii) its 
status as a letter.  
However, it does not suffice to define Heavenly Letters as a 
charm type with two clearly distinguished subtypes. There are also 
charms that meet the criteria of Heavenly Letter charms in general in 
that they claim holy provenance and present themselves as letters – i.e., 
a combination of contents and material context – but that do not 
mention either the Christ-Abgar correspondence or Charlemagne. For 
instance, a charm in the eleventh-century medical compendium 
London, British Library, Harley 585 – also known as Lacnunga – states that 
it was brought to Rome by an angel. Likewise, there are late medieval 
Heavenly Letters stating that they were brought to Saint Columba by an 
angel (see HL6 and HL8) or written by Christ and found by Joseph of 
Arimathea (see HL3, HL22, HL25 and HL30). Most, but not all of these 
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charms are multipurpose amuletic charms. A fourteenth-century 
Heavenly Letter in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson C.814, fol. 8r, for 
instance, states that hoc breue inuenit ioseph ab aramathia super 
plagam lateris domini dum tolleret corpus eius de cruce41 (HL30). It 
becomes increasingly clear that the corpus of Heavenly Letter charms is 
at odds with a rigid typology of charms according to function or 
purpose. Moreover, this third group of texts is too heterogeneous to 
make up a category of its own. It is simply a collection of texts that 
belongs to the charm type of Heavenly Letters, but not to either of the 
two distinguished subtypes. One can wonder whether sheer number 
plays a role here: would a modern scholar consider the Joseph of 
Arimathea letters, for instance, a subtype, if more of them had been 
identified? It appears that some measure of subjectivity cannot be 
avoided in this matter.   
 
3.4 DEVELOPMENT AND USE OF HEAVENLY LETTER CHARMS IN MEDIEVAL 
ENGLISH SOURCES 
  
A closer look at Heavenly Letter charms in medieval English sources 
reveals that the charm type grew in popularity, judging by prevalence: 
only three Anglo-Saxon Heavenly Letter charms have been identified, 
one of which is an Epistola Salvatoris rendered completely in Latin, and 
the other two are more generic Heavenly Letters rendered in the 
vernacular. The corpus of Heavenly Letter charms in Middle English 
written sources, in contrast, contains thirty-three texts. The majority of 
these charms belongs to the more recently evolved subtype of Prières de 
Charlemagne and is rendered in the vernacular. In addition, the charms 
appear to have become more unified in terms of their functions and 
contents over time, in spite of the variation that comes naturally with 
transmission in writing as opposed to print. This growing similarity among 
Heavenly Letter charms may be related to the fact that most of them 
were written down in a relatively short period of time – between the late 
                                                 
41 “Joseph of Arimathea found this letter on the side wound of Christ when he took his body 
down from the cross”. 
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fourteenth and the late sixteenth century. As the charm began to be 
copied more frequently, its structure – the elements or building blocks 
that make up the charm and the order in which they appear – became 
more established, as did its nature as a multipurpose charm against a 
more or less fixed set of problems, such as the dangers of pregnancy and 
birthing. The increasing fixedness of the charm’s structure and function 
could well be the result of the emergence of the relatively well-defined 
subtypes of the Epistola Salvatoris and the Prière de Charlemagne, 
making Middle English Heavenly Letters more familiar – perhaps even 
more fixed or recognizable as a text type – than their Old English 
counterparts.  
Whereas Anglo-Saxon Heavenly Letter charms only survive in 
books, their late medieval counterparts are found in books as well as on 
rolls. The Latin Epistolae Salvatoris are mostly restricted to late medieval 
books of hours, but the vernacular Heavenly Letters occur in different 
kinds of books: they can be found in medical and religious miscellanies, 
but there are also commonplace books and composite manuscripts that 
contain Heavenly Letter charms, and sometimes the charm appears 
alongside wholly unrelated texts, such as the Distichs of Cato (see HL10) 
or the Welsh Law of Hywel Dda (see HL1). In the latter cases, the charm 
was added in a blank space, for instance, by a later owner, after the 
main texts had been copied into the book.42 The majority of Heavenly 
Letter charms, however, are planned parts of the books in which they 
occur, and Heavenly Letter charms in rolls are without exception original 
to their material carriers. The rolls containing Heavenly Letter charms all 
appear to have been used as birth girdles. This is hardly surprising, as the 
charm over time becomes increasingly geared towards protecting 
pregnant women. Heavenly Letter charms, then, would not have been 
conspicuous in this material context, which explains why they are without 
exception original elements of these birth girdles.  
The increased circulation of Heavenly Letter charms across late 
medieval Western Europe and a more widespread familiarity with the 
text type, perhaps also because of oral transmission, appear to have 
                                                 
42 Only five Heavenly Letter charms appearing in medieval English sources are later 
additions to the books in which they occur; see appendix, HL1, HL3, HL10, HL12 and HL17. 
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caused some fascinating textual divergences. For instance, a Heavenly 
Letter charm in the late-fifteenth-century French bifolium Princeton, 
Princeton University Library, MS 138.44 refers to la mesure de la benoiste 
playe du cousté Nostre Seigneur laquelle fut apportee de 
Constantinople a l’empereur d’Alemaigne en une chasse d’or.43 The 
presence of the empereur d’Alemaigne could very well be a reference 
to the Emperor Charlemagne. There was obviously some confusion 
concerning the recipient of the letter: a charm in the fifteenth-century 
roll London, British Library, Harley T.11 (HL14) names Charlemagne, the 
‘Emperor of Constantine’ – reminiscent of the Emperor ‘d’Alemaigne’ in 
the French charm. Another fifteenth-century roll – Yale, Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, Takamiya 56 (HL33) – talks about the 
Emperor Constantine receiving the letter. The abovementioned French 
bifolium also mentions a letter written in gold that was found on Christ’s 
side wound by Joseph of Arimathea, who similarly features as an 
intermediary in four of the six Heavenly Letter charms that do not fall into 
the categories of Prières de Charlemagne or Epistolae Salvatoris. The one 
that can be found in the mid-fifteenth-century prayer book Nijmegen, 
University Library, UBN 194 on fols. 146v-148v, however, refers to a Joseph 
of Barmaphe as the one who found the letter, which was written by 
Christ himself. It is safe to assume that this Joseph of Barmaphe is a 
misinterpretation of Joseph ab Arimathea – Joseph of Arimathea. The 
misspelling of Joseph’s toponym suggests that the Middle English 
Heavenly Letter was copied and translated from an exemplar in another 
language – one featuring Joseph ab Arimathea rather than Joseph of 
Arimathea. This exemplar has not yet been identified. 
 
                                                 
43 “The blessed side wound of our Lord which was brought from Constantinople to the 
Emperor of Germany in a golden casket”. See Les Enluminures, “Medical Talisman for 
Childbirth,” Textmanuscripts, accessed October, 19, 2015, 
http://www.textmanuscripts.com/tm-assets/tm-descriptions/tm0015-description.pdf. 
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3.5 CONCLUSION 
 
An attempt has been made here to determine to what extent medieval 
Heavenly Letter charms can be considered a text category. At first sight, 
Heavenly Letter charms make an elusive set of texts, as they are not 
mentioned in any recent index or typology of charms. This elusiveness 
could be explained by a number of factors. For one, charm indexes 
often categorise charms based on their function. Heavenly Letter 
charms, however, are multifunctional, which is perhaps why they fall by 
the wayside. Secondly, discussions of charms in general tend to focus on 
orally transmitted charms. The emphatically written nature of the 
Heavenly Letter may have obscured it from the scholars’ view. Why 
Heavenly Letter charms appear to be overlooked completely – they are 
not taken to belong to another charm type either – remains a mystery. 
There are, however, certain features or ‘building blocks’ that Heavenly 
Letter charms have in common, which would justify regarding this corpus 
of texts as a charm category in its own right. The similarities between the 
Heavenly Letter charms in late medieval English sources as compared to 
those in Anglo-Saxon sources as well as the patterns that can be 
witnessed in this particular corpus underline how the charm category 
grew in popularity and became more clearly delineated. Although 
research into the typology of charms and their cultural, material and 
linguistic context has been present for a long time, many studies still 
focus on the corpus of charms existing in a single language, or at least 
those charms appearing in a single language area.44 The present study is 
no exception. An avenue worth further exploration could be the 
comparison of corpora of Heavenly Letter charms – or, for that matter, 
any charm category – across languages. This kind of study would shed 
light on how charms spread from country to country and how this 
influenced the structure and function of these charms.  
                                                 
44 Godfrid Storms, for example, presented an overview of Anglo-Saxon charms (Anglo-
Saxon Magic [The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1948]), whereas Jonathan Roper focuses on 
English verbal charms in general (English Verbal Charms), and Verena Holzmann discusses 
the different types of Old High German charms (“Ich beswer dich wurm und wyrmin”: 
Formen und Typen altdeutscher Zaubersprüche und Segen. Bern: Peter Lang, 2001). 
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APPENDIX: HEAVENLY LETTER CHARMS IN LATE MEDIEVAL ENGLISH MANUSCRIPTS 
 
HL1 Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, Peniarth 39, fol. 74r (s. xv, 
Law of Hywel Dda in Welsh). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in 
English. Charm added in blank space. See Marx, The Index, 30-31 
and “Middle English Texts,” 13-14. 
HL2 Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, Peniarth 369, fol. 78rv (s. 
xv, medical miscellany (composite)). Amuletic Prière de 
Charlemagne in English. See Marx, The Index, 49. 
HL3 Cambridge, Cambridge University Library, Ii.6.2, fol. 14r (s. xiv/xv, 
religious miscellany, produced in Bruges for the English market). 
Heavenly Letter in English referring to Joseph of Arimathea. 
Charm added in blank space. See Connolly, The Index, 368; 
Duffy, Marking the Hours, 85 and “Two Healing Prayers,” 165-67.   
HL4 Canterbury, Canterbury Cathedral Library, Additional 23 (s. xiii, 
unfoliated sheet of parchment containing textual amulets). 
Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in Latin. See Skemer, Binding 
Words, 199-212, 285-304. 
HL5 Canterbury, Canterbury Cathedral Library, Additional 23 (s. xiii, 
unfoliated sheet of parchment containing textual amulets). 
Amuletic Epistola Salvatoris in Latin. See Skemer, Binding Words, 
199-212, 285-304. 
HL6 Canterbury, Canterbury Cathedral Library, Additional 23 (s. xiii, 
unfoliated sheet of parchment containing textual amulets). 
Amuletic Heavenly Letter in Latin stating that a signum was given 
to Saint Columba by an angel of God. See Skemer, Binding 
Words, 199-212, 285-304. 
HL7 Canterbury, Canterbury Cathedral Library, Additional 23 (s. xiii, 
unfoliated sheet of parchment containing textual amulets). 
Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in Latin. See Skemer, Binding 
Words, 199-212, 285-304. 
HL8 Canterbury, Canterbury Cathedral Library, Additional 23 (s. xiii, 
unfoliated sheet of parchment containing textual amulets). 
Amuletic Heavenly Letter in Latin stating that a figura was given 
to Saint Columba (named ‘Columchille’) by an angel of God. 
See Skemer, Binding Words, 199-212, 285-304. 
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HL9 Canterbury, Canterbury Cathedral Library, Additional 23 (s. xiii, 
unfoliated sheet of parchment containing textual amulets). 
Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in Latin stating that a signum 
was given to Charlemagne by an angel of God. See Skemer, 
Binding Words, 199-212, 285-304. 
HL10 Göttingen, Niedersächsische Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek, 
Philol. 163, fol. 72v (s. xv, Distichs of Cato). Amuletic Prière de 
Charlemagne in English. Charm added in blank space. See 
Fischer, Die Handschriften, c8-c9. 
HL11 Lincoln, Lincoln Cathedral Library, 91, fol. 176v (s. xv, 
commonplace book compiled by Robert Thornton). Prière de 
Charlemagne in Latin. See Horstman, Yorkshire Writers, 376.  
HL12 London, British Library, Additional 37677, fol. 107r (s. xv, sermon 
compilation). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. Charm 
added on flyleaf. See British Library, “Detailed Record for 
Additional 37677.” 
HL13 London, British Library, Additional 37787, fols. 174v-176r (s. xv, 
religious miscellany). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. 
See Baugh, A Worcester Miscellany, 13-17, 154; Lewis, Blake and 
Edwards, Index of Printed Middle English Prose, 21; Skemer, 
Binding Words, 198, n. 59. 
HL14 London, British Library, Harley T.11 (s. xv, amulet roll). Amuletic 
Prière de Charlemagne in English. See Bühler, “Prayers and 
Charms,” 277; Simpson, “On a Magical Roll,” 52-53; Hebing, 
“‘Allmygti god’”. 
HL15 London, British Library, Harley 586, fols. 174v-175r (s. xiv/xv, religious 
miscellany). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. Charm 
appears at the end of the last quire. See British Museum, A 
Catalogue, 355.  
HL16 London, British Library, Royal 17 A. xvi, fol. 22v (s. xv, miscellany 
containing religious and astrological material, associated with 
Lollardy). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. See Warner 
and Gilson, Catalogue, 217. 
HL17 London, British Library, Royal 18 A. vi, fols. 102v-103v (s. xv, medical 
miscellany). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. Charm 
added in blank space. See Warner and Gilson, Catalogue, 264. 
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HL18 London, British Library, Sloane 122, fols. 163v-164r (s. xv, 
miscellany). Prière de Charlemagne in Latin. See Ogilvie-Thomson, 
The Index, 41. 
HL19 London, British Library, Sloane 3323, fols. 288r-289v (s. xvii/xviii, 
composite compiled by Hans Sloane). Amuletic Prière de 
Charlemagne in English. Charm is separate part of composite. 
See Skemer, Binding Words, 162; Bühler, “Prayers and Charms,” 
271, n. 12. 
HL20 London, Wellcome Historical Medical Library, MS 632 (s. xvi, 
amulet roll). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. Charm 
occurs on dorse of roll. See Wellcome Library, “Archives and 
Manuscripts.” 
HL21 New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, Glazier 39 (s. xv, amulet roll). 
Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. See Morgan Library, 
“Images”. 
HL22 Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194, fols. 146v-148v (s. xv, 
religious miscellany). Amuletic Heavenly Letter in English referring 
to Joseph of Arimathea. Charm appears at end of booklet. See 
Chardonnens and Hebing, “Two Charms”. 
HL23 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Additional B. 1, fols. 18r-19r (s. xvi, 
medical miscellany). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. 
See Klaassen and Phillips, “The Return of Stolen Goods,” 151, n. 41. 
HL24 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Additional B. 1, fols. 22r-23r (s. xvi, 
medical miscellany). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. 
See Klaassen and Phillips, “The Return of Stolen Goods,” 151, n. 41. 
HL25 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Additional B. 1, fol. 23r (s. xvi, medical 
miscellany). Amuletic Heavenly Letter in English referring to 
Joseph of Arimathea. Charm based on the one in Reginald Scot’s 
Discoverie of Witchcraft. See Klaassen and Phillips, “The Return of 
Stolen Goods,” 147-49, 174. 
HL26 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley 850, fols. 93v-94r (s. xiv, religious 
miscellany). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. See 
Hebing, “‘Allmygti god’”. 
HL27 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley 850, fol. 95v (s. xiv, religious 
miscellany, produced in England). Amuletic Epistola Salvatoris in 
Latin. See Hebing, “‘Allmygti god’”. 
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HL28 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Lat. liturg. f9, fols. 82r-83r (s. xv, book of 
hours of Katherine of France). Amuletic Epistola Salvatoris in Latin. 
See Skemer, Binding Words, 103. 
HL29 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson C.814, fol. 7r (s. xiv, medical 
miscellany). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. See 
Skemer, Binding Words, 249, n. 35. 
HL30 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson C.814, fol. 8r (s. xiv, medical 
miscellany). Amuletic Heavenly Letter in Latin referring to Joseph 
of Arimathea. See Skemer, Binding Words, 249, n. 35. 
HL31 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Tanner 407, fol. 36rv (s. xvi, 
commonplace book of Robert Reynes of Acle). Amuletic Prière 
de Charlemagne in English. See Louis, The Commonplace Book, 
247-48. 
HL32 Oxford, Lincoln College Library, Lat. 130 (s. xv, non-foliated 
fragments from the binding of Oxford, Lincoln College Library, Lat. 
129E). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. See Ogilvie-
Thomson, The Index, 41. 
HL33 Yale, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Takamiya 56 (s. 
xv, amulet roll). Amuletic Prière de Charlemagne in English. 
Charm occurs on dorse of roll. See Morse, “‘Thys moche more’,” 
200-06
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4  
CASE STUDY I: A HEAVENLY LETTER CHARM IN 
A FIFTEENTH-CENTURY MANUSCRIPT 
 
Adapted version of “Two Charms in a Late Medieval English Manuscript 
at Nijmegen University Library.” The Review of English Studies n.s. 62.254 
(2011): 181-92 (with László S. Chardonnens). 
 
This article introduces and prints two charms from the fifteenth-century 
English manuscript Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194. UBN 194 is little 
studied, which is presumably why most of the English items remain 
unnoticed. Some of these items are hitherto unknown in Middle English 
scholarship, including the first of the two charms printed here. This first 
charm is a type of Heavenly Letter that we have termed the letter of 
Joseph of Arimathea. The second is a Latin verbal charm that protects its 
user from a wide range of dangers. After a discussion of the charms as 
protective devices in the context of accompanying prayers and 
directions in the manuscript, we analyse their textual traditions and 
publish the charms from UBN 194. 
 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194 is a fifteenth-century devotional 
miscellany in English and Latin. The manuscript is a composite of eleven 
booklets, which were probably bound together in one volume at the 
instigation of a sixteenth-century lay owner, Richard Lechmere (d. 1568) 
of Hanley Castle, Worcestershire. The booklets have little in common with 
each other in terms of script, decoration and layout, and it is likely, 
therefore, that they were produced wholly independently.i Inspection of 
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UBN 194 reveals that a number of its texts are as yet unknown in late 
medieval English textual scholarship. Two such texts are a consecutive 
unit of protective charms, with analogues elsewhere but unrecorded in 
their present form. The first is the letter of Joseph of Arimathea in Middle 
English, a form of the Heavenly Letter; the second is a Latin verbal charm 
against fever, infirmity and other hazards. The present article 
contextualizes and prints these two charms.  
 
4.2 DESCRIPTION OF THE CHARMS 
 
The protective charms in UBN 194 are located in booklet 8, a single quire 
(fols. 141-8). This booklet is unrelated to any of the others and would not 
have been placed in its present context at the time of its production, but 
its inclusion in the manuscript warrants a brief description of UBN 194 as a 
whole. UBN 194 is a parchment manuscript of 196 folios, consisting of 
eleven booklets that together contain the Rosary of Mary, prayers, 
meditations, suffrages, a litany of Mary, the short and long Hours of the 
Holy Spirit, the Abbreviated Psalter of St. Jerome, the Psalms of the 
Passion, the final chapter of the Contemplations of the Dread and Love 
of God, the Psalter of Our Lord, two charms, and two Ave Marias.1 The 
booklets are of similar size (c. 123 x 85 mm), and, bound together, give 
the impression of a devotional pocket book. Although the booklets were 
produced independently, composition, layout, script, decoration, 
contents and language indicate that all booklets probably were 
produced in England and that they date from the middle to the second 
half of the fifteenth century. The mid-sixteenth-century ownership notes 
by Richard Lechmere at several places in UBN 194 clarify that he owned 
the booklets and may have had these bound together, but the quire 
signatures reveal that the order of the booklets changed in the course of 
time, that some booklets disappeared, and that others were supplied 
                                                 
1 UBN 194 is described by Gerda C. Huisman, Catalogus van de middeleeuwse 
handschriften in de Universiteitsbibliotheek Nijmegen (Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 107-19. An 
updated and corrected description of the manuscript, with a discussion of its history and 
composition, is published by us (“A Descriptive Analysis of HS 194, a Late Medieval English 
Manuscript at Nijmegen University Library,” English Studies 92.1 [2011]: 20-38). 
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later. The manuscript stayed in the family at least until 1897, as is borne 
out by ownership notes from the early eighteenth and the late 
nineteenth century. While it is not possible to reconstruct Richard 
Lechmere’s manuscript or to know how the booklets functioned before 
the 1550s (there are few signs of wear on the outer folios of each 
booklet), it is likely that similarities in size and devotional content gave rise 
to the assembly of UBN 194. 
 The contents of booklet 8 are as follows. First, a prayer in Middle 
English known as the Psalter of Our Lord (fols. 141r-5v), partly in prose and 
partly in verse, of which Connolly published part of the opening 
paragraph and the verses.2 The verses are item 1703 in A New Index of 
Middle English Verse.3 Second, a set of directions for praying 11,000 Pater 
Nosters and Ave Marias (fols. 145v-6v), in Middle English. This text is 
unpublished and not listed in any index of Middle English writings. Third, 
the English letter of Joseph of Arimathea (fols. 146v-7v), and a Latin 
charm (fols. 147v-8v). These charms are published here. Fourth, an Ave 
Maria in prose (fol. 148v), in Latin. Despite similarities in the hands of the 
first three texts, differences in script and shading give the impression of 
three scribes having worked sequentially. The Ave Maria is by yet another 
scribe. 
 At first sight, the combination of prayers, directions and charms 
may seem arbitrary. The texts in the booklet serve the same purpose, 
however; to gain protection from harm, whether this be through the 
intercession of saints or Mary, direct appeals to the Trinity, or the 
apotropaic powers of verbal charms. In the words of Olsan: “[w]here 
religious devotion directly addressed the practical aspects of community 
life or individual well-being involving health, property, and safety, the 
Christian ritual acts dealing with these circumstances were likely to mesh 
with ritual acts involving charms”.4 The distinctions between charms and 
prayers have occasionally been analyzed as part of a forceful 
                                                 
2 Margaret Connolly, “Some Unrecorded Middle English Verse in a Nijmegen Manuscript,” 
Notes & Queries n.s. 46 (1999): 442-44. 
3 Julia Boffey and Anthony S. G. Edwards, eds., A New Index of Middle English Verse 
(London: The British Library, 2004), 115. 
4 Lea T. Olsan, “The Inscription of Charms in Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts,” Oral Tradition 14 
(1999): 402. 
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opposition between paganism and Christianity, but scholars now agree 
that prayers and charms for protection and healing are not nearly as 
easily distinguishable, as Olsan suggested. Karen Jolly recently asserted 
that “[w]hen issues of magic versus religion, heterodoxy versus orthodoxy, 
and prayer versus charm are set aside, we begin to see these rituals, 
prayers, and formulas as normative Christian practice”.5 Modern 
scholarship looks for similarities rather than distinctions between verbal 
charms and prayers because the rituals and aims of these protective 
measures are closely connected. Thus, protecting oneself by means of 
verbal charms was not by definition considered unorthodox or 
incompatible with protective prayer; it was merely another method of 
verbally requesting intercession by a supernatural agent. 
 If prayers and charms have similar aims, their combination in 
booklet 8 is not inappropriate. Indeed, the protective qualities inherent in 
the two charms are also evident in the Psalter of Our Lord, which 
concludes as follows: 
 
 This sauter putteth all ille away. 
 And all that good is wyshe to vs ay 
 hit festyns in vs all good thinges to last. 
 And make oure hertes to be stedfast 
 hit is a prayer more sufficiaunt. 
 To all them that will hit haunte. 
 And most socoureth where so euere thay go 
 ffor this lyffe and the other also. amen. (fol. 145r-v) 
 
These lines advocate the use of the Psalter of Our Lord as a protection 
against evil and a promoter of goodness, in this life and the next. Similar 
protective benefits are available to the person who follows the directions 
for praying 11,000 Pater Nosters and Ave Marias. Here, Saint Ursula is said 
to have instructed St. John the Hermit to pray 11,000 Pater Nosters and 
Ave Marias in the worship of the 11,000 virgins, and variable numbers of 
                                                 
5 Karen L. Jolly, “On the Margins of Orthodoxy: Devotional Formulas and Protective Prayers 
in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 41,” in Signs on the Edge: Space, Text and Margins 
in Medieval Manuscripts, ed. Sarah L. Keefer and Rolf H. Bremmer, Jr., Medievalia 
Groninganae n.s. 10 (Paris, Leuven, Dudley: Peeters, 2007), 148. 
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Credos, Pater Nosters and Ave Marias for the Trinity and an assorted set 
of female saints. If anyone articulates the entire sequence ones in hys 
lyve (fol. 146r), one third of the virgins is to intercede on behalf of the soul 
of the petitioner, one third to escort the soul to heaven, and one third in 
Erthe to kepe hym from hys enmys. bodily and gostely (fol. 146v). Again, 
protection is not offered just in the afterlife, but also in this life, and what 
is more, both bodily and spiritually. In short, the prayers, directions and 
charms in booklet 8 have in common that they seek to protect the 
petitioner who utters them by means of their apotropaic qualities. 
 Forbes observed that charms manifest themselves in several 
ways, for example as procedures, objects and incantations.6 A verbal 
charm is a type of incantation that derives its efficacy from the use of 
words, although it is not uncommon for verbal charms to be 
accompanied by directions for a certain procedure or to require certain 
objects to bring about the desired result. The application of charms is 
equally diverse. Charms were often seen as part of folk medicine, but 
they targeted a range of non-medical everyday problems as well, 
protecting against evil and iniquity. The intercession desired by the user 
of a charm would be achieved by ritualistically saying or chanting words, 
or possessing them in the form of a textual amulet. Because of the fusion 
with Christian ritualistic acts, verbal charms may contain phrases taken 
from the liturgy, which were to be uttered under liturgically irrelevant, yet 
carefully specified, conditions. These conditions or directions were what 
lent charms their ritualistic character. The inclusion of divine names in 
Latin, Greek and Hebrew, meant to invoke the power inherent in these 
names, added to their efficacy. To enhance the credibility of the charm, 
some sort of spiritual authority was frequently claimed by saying that the 
charm was composed by a saint or even God.7 
 Because they could be considered self-help methods, charms 
were available to help with a myriad of practical problems, such as 
                                                 
6 Thomas R. Forbes, “Verbal Charms in British Folk Medicine,” Proceedings of the American 
Philosophical Society 115 (1971), 293. See also Jonathan Roper, English Verbal Charms 
(Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 2005), 90-163. 
7 For an analysis of the structure of verbal charms, see Lea T. Olsan, “Charms in Medieval 
Memory,” in Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004), 61-62. 
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toothache, bleeding, fever, thieves, injustice and cattle disease. With the 
unrest caused by the Black Death the need for charms grew, and 
thereby the number of devotional books containing charms.8 The 
popularity that charms enjoyed among the laity is probably connected 
with the fact that the use of many of these protective texts was not 
restricted by class, gender or age. Women, for example, took comfort 
from birthing charms in a period when pregnancy and childbirth were 
serious health threats. It is not surprising, therefore, that many protective 
charms contain provisions intended to protect expectant mothers. 
Charms were not only genuinely believed to help, but they were also 
accessible to many people, unlike other forms of curative or 
preventative medicine. Moreover, protective verbal charms may take 
forms quite similar to petitionary prayers, and were thus familiar to many 
people. 
 One of the oldest Christian protective charms is the Heavenly 
Letter, a written message said to have come from Christ or from heaven.9 
The apotropaic power of the Heavenly Letter is conferred upon the user 
who reads the letter in a manuscript, wears it as a roll or textual amulet 
on their person, or nails it to the doorpost of their house. The letter 
protects the user against adversity of many kinds, including bodily injury 
                                                 
8 Karen L. Jolly, Catharina Raudvere and Edward Peters, Witchcraft and Magic in Europe 3: 
The Middle Ages (London: Athlone Press, 2002), 23-29; Don Skemer, Binding Words: Textual 
Amulets in the Middle Ages (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 2. 
9 Since the Index of Charms has not yet been published, we have not been able to 
establish how widely the Heavenly Letter and its variants were known, but it seems to have 
been relatively common in medieval Western Europe and therefore liable to considerable 
textual variation. On the Index, see Suzanne S. Parnell and Lea T. Olsan, “The Index of 
Charms: Purpose, Design, and Implementation,” Literary and Linguistic Computing 6 (1991): 
59-63. On the spread of charms in medieval England, see Thomas M. Smallwood, “The 
Transmission of Charms in English, Medieval and Modern,” in Charms and Charming in 
Europe, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 14-17; Roper, English 
Verbal Charms, 28-39, 85-87. The Heavenly Letter is studied by Curt F. Bühler, “Prayers and 
Charms in Certain Middle English Scrolls,” Speculum 39 (1964): 270-77; Curt F. Bühler, Early 
Books and Manuscripts: Forty Years of Research (New York: Grolier Club, 1973), 564-75; 
William R. Jones, “The Heavenly Letter in Medieval England,” Medievalia et Humanistica n.s. 
6 (1975): 163-78; Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, 
c.1400-c.1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 276; Edina Bozoky, 
Charmes et prières apotropaïques, Typologie des sources du Moyen Âge occidental 86 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), 49-53; Skemer, Binding Words, 96-105. 
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and disease, complications attending childbirth, injustice and the 
plotting of enemies. Many different forms of the letter circulated in 
manuscript books and rolls from different cultures and eras, and this 
charm is known in Western Europe from the fourth century AD onwards. 
Skemer observed that the earliest account of a Heavenly Letter is in 
Eusebius’ Historia Ecclesiastica, in which the writer “claimed that he read 
the original letters, from Abgar to Christ and Christ’s answer in the public 
archives at Edessa and translated the letters from Syriac to Greek”.10 King 
Abgar V of Edessa (4 BC-50 AD) supposedly wrote to Christ because he 
had heard of Christ’s powers; Abgar’s letter offered to protect Christ from 
evil, and the letter that Christ addressed to Abgar healed the latter and 
protected Edessa from its enemies. Rufinus’ translation into Latin of the 
Historia Ecclesiastica introduced knowledge of the Heavenly Letter in the 
West in the early fifth century. Slightly earlier, towards the end of the 
fourth century, a certain devout woman named Egeria returned from a 
pilgrimage to Edessa with copies of the letters of Abgar and Christ in her 
possession. Ever since, the Heavenly Letter was used as a verbal charm in 
a number of forms, e.g., as a letter delivered by a heavenly messenger 
or by Pope Leo III to Charlemagne (the Prière de Charlemagne), or, 
particularly in Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, as a reworking of Eusebius’ 
account of the Heavenly Letter, known as the Epistola Salvatoris.11ii 
Towards the late Middle Ages, the fame of the letter spread, no doubt 
aided by the rise in lay literacy and the increased private ownership of 
manuscripts and apotropaic rolls, and also because it was disseminated 
by medical practitioners. Continued use of the Heavenly Letter has been 
noted up to the twentieth century, by soldiers during World War I, for 
instance.12iii 
 The Heavenly Letter in UBN 194 resembles other instances of this 
text type in that the divine origin of the letter is revealed and its 
apotropaic powers are expounded. The most distinctive feature of the 
                                                 
10 Skemer, Binding Words, 96. 
11 Ibid., 96-102.  
12 William R. Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle and the Letter of Pope Leo,” 
Speculum 2.1 (1927): 74, n. 2; Ellen Ettlinger, “British Amulets in London Museums,” Folklore 50 
(1939): 171; Forbes, “Verbal Charms,” 302; John Bossy, “Christian Life in the Later Middle 
Ages: Prayers,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society ser. 6, 1 (1991): 142-43. 
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Middle English charm in UBN 194 are the opening lines: Ioseph of 
Barmaphe founde this lettre vppon our lord ihesu crist woundes at the 
takyng downe of the cros The which was wrytin be our lord ffyngers (fols. 
146v-7r; Fig. 1). Instead of the more usual angel, or of Pope Leo, 
Innocent, John or Clement, who delivered the letter to Emperor 
Charlemagne, a King Charles of England or France or some other 
addressee,13 a certain Joseph of Barmaphe is named. This is a notable 
deviation from other Heavenly Letters in that there is no angel or pope to 
act as a go-between, and there is no recipient of the letter other than 
the user of the charm. What is more, the letter does not descend from 
heaven through a divine messenger, but is found on Christ’s wounds 
when Christ is taken down from the cross by Joseph of Barmaphe, 
probably, therefore, a misinterpretation of the Latin Ioseph ab Arimathea 
(Mark 15:46) as Ioseph a Barimathea. Joseph of Arimathea was a well-
known figure in late medieval English literary culture because of his role in 
bringing the Holy Grail, and sometimes even Christianity, to Britain. 
 
                                                 
13 In the course of time, the heavenly messengers, popes and rulers came to vary so 
extensively that it is sometimes unclear who gives the Heavenly Letter to whom. See, for 
instance, Florence A. Luddington, “A Mediæval Charm,” The Antiquary 39 (1903): 276-77; 
Max Förster, “Kleinere mittelenglische Texte,” Anglia 42 (1918): 218-19; Bühler, “Prayers and 
Charms,” 271-72; Forbes, “Verbal Charms,” 302.  
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Fig. 1. Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194, fols. 146v-7r (with permission 
of the Nijmegen University Library). 
 
 Christ’s passion is mankind’s salvation, so the instruments of 
Christ’s suffering and His wounds were often centralised in meditations 
and apotropaic charms and prayers. The fifteenth-century London, British 
Library, Harley Roll T.11, for instance, features an impressive series of 
charms, including those that portray and discuss the length of the cross, 
the length of the nails and the size of Christ’s side wound.14iv Knowledge 
                                                 
14 See Bühler, “Prayers and Charms”; Sophie Page, Magic in Medieval Manuscripts (London: 
The British Library, 2004), 32. 
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of the exact measure of these items offered protection against the 
adversities commonly addressed by Heavenly Letters. The Nijmegen 
letter of Joseph of Arimathea, while devoid of an illustration of the 
wound, is clearly a variation upon the type of Heavenly Letter that 
focuses on the wound of Christ; yet in this case, as in the analogues, the 
letter is no longer delivered by a pope to a king, but is found by Joseph 
of Arimathea. The direct link between the medieval charm and Christ’s 
autograph shortens the chain of transmission of the letter considerably, 
because it is not brought from heaven or the Vatican to a Frankish, 
English or French ruler first, but is delivered straight into the hands of the 
user of the charm by an eye-witness to the passion of Christ. 
The reference to Joseph as the inventor of the Heavenly Letter is 
uncommon. Latin analogues occur in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson 
C.814, fol. 7v (fourteenth century), and Cambridge, University Library, 
Ii.6.2, fol. 14r (sixteenth century).15v An English analogue is found in 
Reginald Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft, 233-4 (1584), which was 
subsequently copied into Oxford, Bodleian Library, Additional B. 1, fol. 23r 
(late sixteenth century).16 We print the English letter of Joseph of 
Arimathea from Scot’s Discoverie:17 
 
                                                 
15 For the letter in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson C.814, see Bozoky, Charmes et prières 
apotropaïques, 51, n. 71; Skemer, Binding Words, 249, n. 35. A Prière de Charlemagne in 
English precedes the Latin letter of Joseph of Arimathea (William D. Macray, Catalogi 
codicum manuscriptorum Bibliothecæ Bodleianæ partis quintæ fasciculus secundus, viri 
munificentissimi Ricardi Rawlinson, J. C. D., codicum classem tertiam, in qua libri theologici 
atque miscellanei, complectens; accedit in uniuscujusque classis codicum contenta index 
locupletissimus [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1878], 421-22). For the letter in Cambridge, 
University Library, Ii.6.2, see Eamon Duffy, Marking the Hours: English People and Their 
Prayers 1240-1570 (New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 2006), 85. 
16 For the letter in Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft, and the copy into Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, Additional B. 1, see Frank Klaassen and Christopher Phillips, “The Return of Stolen 
Goods: Reginald Scot, Religious Controversy, and Magic in Bodleian Library, Additional B. 
1,” Magic, Ritual, and Witchcraft 1 (2006): 147-48, 174. Scot’s Discoverie and Additional B. 1 
also contain other Heavenly Letters. 
17 We accessed Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft through the Early English Books Online 
database (EEBO; http://eebo.chadwyck.com). 
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¶ Another amulet. 
Ioseph of Arimathea did find this writing vpon the wounds of the 
side of Iesus Christ, written with Gods finger, when the bodie was 
taken away from the crosse. Whosoeuer shall carrie this writing 
about him, shall not die anie euill death, if he beleeue in Christ, 
and in all perplexities he shall soone be deliuered, neither let him 
feare any danger at all. Fons + alpha & omega + figa + figalis + 
Sabbaoth + Emmanuel + Adonai + o + Neray + Elay + Ihe + 
Rentone + Neger + Sahe + Pangeton + Commen + a + g + l + a + 
Matthęus + Marcus + Lucas + Iohannes + + + titulus triumphalis + 
Iesus Nasarenus rex Iudæorum + ecce dominicæ crucis signum + 
fugite partes adversæ, vicit leo de tribu Iudæ, radix, David, 
aleluijah, Kyrie eleeson, Christe eleeson, pater noster, aue Maria, & 
ne nos, & veniat super nos salutare tuum: Oremus, &c. 
I find in a Primer intituled The houres of our Ladie, after the vse of 
the church of Yorke, printed anno 1516. a charme with this titling in 
red letters; To all them that afore this image of pitie deuoutlie shall 
saie fiue Pater nosters, fiue Aues, and one Credo, pitiouslie 
beholding these armes of Christs passion, are granted thirtie two 
thousand seuen hundred fiftie fiue yeares of pardon. It is to be 
thought that this pardon was granted in the time of pope Boniface 
the ninth; for Platina saith that the pardons were sold so cheape, 
that the apostolicall authoritie grew into contempt.18 
 
Comparison with the letter of Joseph of Arimathea in UBN 194 shows that 
while both texts start in similar ways, the Nijmegen letter offers protection 
from a greater range of threats. After the account of the discovery of 
the letter by Joseph, the text in UBN 194 continues with an enumeration 
                                                 
18 Klaassen and Phillips, “The Return,” 148, n. 32; 174, n. 95, argue that Scot used the Horae 
Eboracenses (1516) as his source for the letter of Joseph of Arimathea, but this cannot be 
the case since the York Primer in question only supplied the indulgence accompanying the 
letter in Scot’s Discoverie, not the letter itself (see C. Wordsworth, ed., Horae Eboracenses: 
The Prymer or Hours of the Blessed Virgin Mary according to the Use of the Illustrious Church 
of York [Durham, London: Andrews & Co., 1920], 80). Judging by Scot’s identification of his 
source for the indulgence, it would seem that the combination of the letter of Joseph of 
Arimathea and the indulgence under the header ‘[a]nother amulet’ was an ad hoc 
decision on Scot’s part. 
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of the dangers deflected by it. These perils comprise an evil death, false 
accusations, false judgement, venom, fire, water, lightning, thunder and 
fatalities in childbirth. Although there is some variation in the adversities 
enumerated in Heavenly Letters, which functioned as broad-spectrum 
protective devices, the range presented in UBN 194 is representative of 
the usual mixed bag of bodily, natural and man-made dangers, and 
somewhat more extensive than the treatment of the same in Scot’s 
Discoverie. 
 After the list of perils, some vernacular Heavenly Letters continue 
in Latin, often with a list of divine names in Hebrew, Greek and Latin, and 
a concluding prayer.19 This is also the case in Scot’s Discoverie of 
Witchcraft. In UBN 194, on the other hand, the English letter of Joseph of 
Arimathea is followed by a blank line and subsequently by a Latin charm 
in a different script.20 This Latin charm features a list of divine names, but it 
is capable of functioning independently of the letter of Joseph of 
Arimathea because it has its own inventory of dangers warded off, in 
contrast to the bare lists of names accompanying the Heavenly Letters 
referred to above. This distinction would suggest that the English letter 
and the Latin charm in UBN 194 should be regarded as discrete texts in 
their own right, as opposed to some Heavenly Letters that start in the 
vernacular and are concluded in Latin. 
 The Latin charm in UBN 194 is a combination of liturgical formulas, 
lists of divine names, invocations and petitions for protection. The charm 
opens with an invocation to the name of the Lord and a liturgical 
formula, followed by a brief list of divine names, a petition for protection 
with a liturgical formula, the petition proper, another invocation and 
petition, and a second list of names. The text concludes with an 
invocation to Christ, an anonymous votive formula and an affirmation of 
the medicinal powers of the cross, the suffering and the five wounds of 
Christ. The use of inventories of divine names in charms is customary,21 as 
                                                 
19 See, for instance, Förster, “Kleinere mittelenglische Texte,” 219; Luddington, “A Mediæval 
Charm,” 276; Nita S. Baugh, A Worcester Miscellany Compiled by John Northwood, c. 1400 
(Philadelphia: Protat Frères, 1956), 13-17, 33-37; Skemer, Binding Words, 197-98. 
20 The English letter of Joseph of Arimathea is written in a mostly loopless form of Cursiva; the 
Latin protective charm is in Textualis. 
21 Skemer, Binding Words, 107-15. 
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is the use of anonymous petitionary formulas and liturgical formulas,22 but 
there is considerable variation in the presence, formulation and order of 
these elements, as Scot’s Discoverie corroborates. In UBN 194, the list of 
divine names is two-part and quite haphazard in comparison to more 
systematic and complete lists, which may include up to seventy-two 
names. As is usual for a list of sacred names, the individual entries are 
separated by highlighted crosses in the manuscript (Fig. 2). The list of 
divine names envelops two petitions for protection. The first petition 
requests protection against fever, epilepsy, all kinds of infirmities, water 
and the plotting of visible and invisible enemies; the second seeks to 
protect the petitioner against all evil present, and in the past and future. 
Both the sacred names and the petitions are accompanied by liturgical 
formulas, a stock ingredient of verbal charms. The concluding lines of the 
Latin charm focus on Christ as the means of salvation, particularly 
through His wounds and the instruments of His suffering. This concern with 
Christ’s passion is also reflected in several types of Heavenly Letters, 
including the letter of Joseph of Arimathea in UBN 194. 
 
                                                 
22 Lea T. Olsan observed that “it is but a short step from the evocation of powerful symbols 
in formal ritual contexts to the evocation of the same symbols, phraseology, and beliefs in 
essentially magical ways in the humbler circumstances of life when a person feels in distress 
or need” (“Latin Charms of Medieval England: Verbal Healing in a Christian Oral Tradition,” 
Oral Tradition 7 [1992]: 120). See also Skemer, Binding Words, 89-96. 
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Fig. 2. Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194, fols. 147v-8r  
(with permission of the Nijmegen University Library). 
 
4.3 CONCLUSION 
 
Booklet 8 of UBN 194, concerned with the protection of the body and 
soul in this life and the afterlife, contains two verbal charms: the letter of 
Joseph of Arimathea in English, and a protective charm in Latin. 
Protective charms based on the Heavenly Letter have been transmitted 
in many different forms; the one in UBN 194 seems to be an uncommon 
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variant of the letter on Christ’s side wound. To our knowledge, such 
letters of Joseph of Arimathea are rare in the vernacular, the Nijmegen 
copy being the earliest witness identified so far. The Latin text in UBN 194 
is a broad-spectrum charm centred on the efficacy of sacred names 
and liturgical formulas. No close analogues to this text have been 
identified, yet its evident similarity to many such Latin charms is 
acknowledged. The complexity and versatility of these two texts in the 
light of analogous charms make them challenging research topics for 
any medievalist. 
 
4.4 EDITION 
 
Manuscript orthography has been retained, including u/v, i/i-longa, þ 
(thorn), and Greek chi and ro in the spelling xpistus for Christus. 
Manuscript punctuation and capitalisation have been retained as well 
since the texts are not complex and are so short as to be readily 
comprehensible. Highlighting and contracted and superscript letter 
forms are not noted here. Editorial additions are signalled by square 
brackets. 
 
4.4.1 TEXT 
 
[fol. 146v/14] Ioseph of Barmaphe founde this lettre vppon [fol. 147r] our 
lord ihesu crist woundes at the takyng downe of the cros The which was 
wrytin be our lord ffyngers And who that bere this lettre vppon hym shall 
not deye of no euel dethe. Nor of no fals tale of man or woman nor of 
no fals Iuge be Iuged nor [of] no venym ne fyre nor water nor lightnyng 
nor thondryng shal not be ouercom And yf þat a woman be with childe 
bere this vppon hyr neither þe woman [fol. 147v] ne þe childe shal not 
perrysch 
 
[fol. 147v/3] Nomen domini sit super me + In nomine patris 7 filii 7 spiritus 
sancti deus omnipotens + Virtus + Salus + Creator + Saluator + xpistus 
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vincit + xpistus regnat + xpistus imperat + xpistus deffende me famulum 
tuum .N. de febribus quibuscumque de morbo caduco et de omnibus 
infirmitatibus meis liberet 7 deffendet de aquis quibuscumque 7 de 
omnibus insidiis inimicorum meorum visibilium et invisibilium. Et per patrem 
et spiritum sanctum. Et [fol. 148r] per virtutem domini ihesu xpisti et omnia 
opera dei que sunt sanctifficata in celo et in terra vt a me famulo tuo N 
deffendat omnia mala presencia preterita et futura non mihi noceant 
de cetero + Messias + Sother + Emanuel + Sabaoth + Adonay + Vnigeniti 
+ Sapiencia + Virtus + Agnus + Ovis + Vitulus + Serpens + Aries + Leo + 
Vermis + Redemptor + Trinitas + Vnitas + Ihesus + Nazarenus + Rex 
iudeorum fili dei miserere mei [fol. 148v] famuli tui .N. sint medicina mei 
pia crux et passio xpisti vulnera quinque dei sint medicina mei Amen 
 
[fol. 148v/6] Deo gracias 
 
4.4.2 COMMENTARY 
 
Ioseph of Barmaphe] Joseph of Arimathea, believed to be the one who 
took Christ’s body down from the cross and who shrouded Him (Mark 
15:46). 
 
Ioseph of Barmaphe founde this lettre vppon our lord ihesu crist 
woundes] the claim that this letter was found on the wounds of Christ is 
also found in Heavenly Letters that deals with Christ’s side wound, whose 
size and physical representation is the object of protection in itself. 
 
The which was wrytin be our lord ffyngers] the letter having been written 
by Christ himself enhances its authority. 
 
who that bere this lettre vppon hym] Skemer argued that the difference 
between textual charms and textual amulets is determined by the way in 
which they are used: textual amulets are worn on the body for 
protection, while textual charms are written down in manuscripts and 
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protect the person who reads or utters them.23 A textual charm could be 
copied from a manuscript onto a scrap of parchment or a roll and worn 
on the body and thus be turned into a textual amulet, which is what is 
suggested here. The small size of private devotional books, like UBN 194, 
made them suitable as amulets when worn on the person.24 
 
shall not deye of no euel dethe... nor thondryng shal not be ouercom] 
the Heavenly Letter offers protection against a range of threats, but the 
catalogue is by no means exhaustive: in other versions it may include 
long lists of perils against which the letter offers protection, such as evil 
spirits, demons, an unshriven death, fever, ordeals and death sentences 
by burning or hanging. 
 
nor of no fals Iuge be Iuged] MS nor of no fals Iuge be or Iuged. 
 
And yf þat a woman be with childe bere this vppon hyr] a woman could 
wear the text as a birth girdle (a roll or amulet) to protect herself and her 
unborn child. 
 
neither þe woman ne þe childe shal not perrysch] Skemer observed that 
“[s]uccessful childbirth is one of the specific forms of protection” offered 
in the Heavenly Letter on Christ’s side wound.25 Most forms of the 
Heavenly Letter offer protection in childbirth, however, as do many other 
charms. 
 
Nomen domini sit super me] a charm written on a piece of parchment 
could serve as a textual amulet. For general protection, the text was 
“worn super se; that is, on the body but not precisely over the heart”.26 
 
In nomine patris 7 filii 7 spiritus sancti] liturgical formulas are frequent in 
verbal charms and supposedly heighten the efficacy of the remedy, 
                                                 
23 Skemer, Binding Words, 9. 
24 Ibid., 268-69. 
25 Ibid., 263. 
26 Ibid., 136. 
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while at the same time adding to the mnemonic effect. This formula in 
particular is exceedingly common in charms. 
 
deus omnipotens + Virtus + Salus + Creator + Saluator] sacred names are 
another frequent ingredient of verbal charms. The names are drawn 
from Hebrew, Greek and Latin and may be divine or angelic names, or 
attributes of the Divinity. Highlighted crosses are common in these lists. 
 
xpistus deffende me famulum tuum .N.] anonymous votive formulas, 
carried over from petitionary prayers, are sometimes encountered in 
apotropaic charms. 
 
Ihesus + Nazarenus + Rex iudeorum] this formula is said by Olsan to have 
been used in charms dealing with wounds.27 
 
sint medicina mei pia crux et passio xpisti vulnera quinque dei sint 
medicina mei Amen] the efficacy of Christ’s cross, passion and wounds is 
well-known in charms; this phrase is attested in fever and birthing charms. 
                                                 
Additions and emendations to chapter 4 
NB This article is co-authored by László S. Chardonnens. His contribution 
to this article mainly lies in the general description of Nijmegen, University 
Library, UBN 194, the discussion of the texts that appear alongside the 
charms in booklet 8, and the comparison of one of the charms in UBN 
194 to the charm in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson C.814. 
i See chapter 6 of this dissertation for a detailed description of both the 
material context and the content of Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 
194. 
ii It should be noted that even though the correspondence between 
Christ and Abgar is mentioned in multiple Anglo-Saxon sources – such as 
Ælfric’s De Abgaro Rege – only one protective Anglo-Saxon Epistola 
Salvatoris (i.e. a reworking of the correspondence into a charm) has 
hitherto been discovered. 
                                                 
27 Lea T. Olsan, “Charms and Prayers in Medieval Medical Theory and Practice,” Social 
History of Medicine 16 (2003): 366; Olsan, “Charms in Medieval Memory,” 68. 
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iii Owen Davies mentions that Heavenly Letter charms – more specifically, 
Prières de Charlemagne – occur relatively often in sixteenth-century 
manuscripts, and that amulets based on apocryphal writings, as they 
occurred in European manuscripts and printed books, were still used as 
protective devices in nineteenth-century America. According to Davies, 
the first American version of the Heavenly Letter charm was published in 
1811 in Pennsylvania by German immigrant John George Hohman 
(Grimoires: A History of Magic Books [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009], 34, 144, 192). For more on the use of Heavenly Letter charms in 
times of war, see Marco Mostert, “De magie van het geschreven word,” 
in De betovering van het middeleeuwse Christendom. Studies over 
ritueel en magie in de Middeleeuwen, ed. Marco Mostert and Albert 
Demyttenaere (Hilversum: Verloren, 1995), 71 n. 39, 99. 
iv Chapter 5 of this dissertation offers a more detailed description of 
London, British Library, Harley T.11. The charm revolving around the 
measurement of Christ’s side wound is also a Heavenly Letter charm. 
v Another example of a Latin Heavenly Letter charm containing a 
reference to Joseph of Arimathea as the one to find the letter on Christ’s 
side wound can be found in the fifteenth-century medical manuscript 
London, British Library, Sloane 2458, f. 8r.  
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5  
CASE STUDY II: COMPARING TWO HEAVENLY 
LETTER CHARMS IN THEIR CONTEXTS  
 
Adapted version of ““Allmygti god this lettyr sent”: English Heavenly 
Letter Charms in Late Medieval Books and Rolls.” Studies in Philology 114.4 
(2017).  
 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
The range of written media in the Middle Ages is small compared to 
what it is today. Even so, the necessity for a match between a text and 
its material carrier was present then as much as it is now. This match, or 
the suitability of a medium for the presentation of a text, depends on 
how the characteristics of the text relate to those of the medium. The 
length of the text, its genre, and its intended audience, for instance, may 
explain why some contemporary texts appear on a website or a blog, 
some in the form of a book, and others in the form of an article in a 
journal or a magazine. For medieval texts, one of the more salient 
distinctions that can be made is between texts that appear in books and 
those that appear on rolls. Romances, for example, are usually found in 
books, while administrative records were often kept on rolls. The format of 
a roll makes it a particularly suitable carrier of list-like texts, such as 
administrative records, family trees, and chronicles,1 or shorter texts that 
did not warrant books or booklets of their own. Examples of these texts 
                                                 
1 E.g., Dieuwke van der Poel, “Spreukstrofen op een perkamenten rol,” Tijdschrift voor 
Nederlandse Taal- en Letterkunde 132.2 (2007): 109-10. 
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would be prayers, drama, and magical and alchemical texts.2 Late 
medieval charms, however, appear in books as well as rolls. Instinctively, 
a roll’s portability seems to make it especially suitable as a carrier of 
amuletic charms – that is: charms that need to be in physical contact 
with the person or object they aim to protect or heal. However, not all 
late medieval rolls feature contents that are amuletic in nature. 
Additionally, it cannot be denied that many medieval books – especially 
those late medieval prayer books for private use, which regularly contain 
charms as well – are small and just as portable as rolls, and also feature 
amuletic charms. A clear-cut division between amuletic charms 
occurring on rolls and non-amuletic charms occurring in books cannot, 
then, be made. 
Assuming that – like for other texts – the material carrier for 
charms was not randomly chosen, the question is raised what, if not text 
type or amuleticness, determined which material context was selected. 
This paper explores the differences between late medieval books and 
rolls as carriers of charms by taking as a point of reference one particular 
type of charm that is frequently found in medieval English sources: the 
Heavenly Letter. This charm is predominantly amuletic, but features in 
both material contexts. In order to illustrate how charms in books 
compare to charms in rolls, two examples of Heavenly Letter charms in 
both media are edited, presented, and compared. 
 
                                                 
2 Franz H. Bäuml and Richard H. Rouse, “Roll and Codex: A New Manuscript Fragment of 
Reinmar von Zweter,” Beiträge zur Geschichte der deutschen Sprache und Literatur 105 
(1983): 231; Pamela R. Robinson, “The Format of Books: Books, Booklets and Rolls,” in The 
Cambridge History of the Book in Britain, vol. 2, ed. N. Morgan and R. M. Thomson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 43; Erwin Mantingh, “De rol van de rol in de 
eerste miniatuur van het Kopenhaagse Lutgart-handschrift,” De Nieuwe Taalgids 87 (1994): 
243. It must be noted, though, that rolls were not exempt from presenting longer text: rolls of 
hours such as London, British Library, Egerton 3044 could be up to ten metres long.  
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5.2 MEDIEVAL CHARMS AND THE HEAVENLY LETTER 
 
Charms were employed in the Middle Ages to deal with a wide variety of 
threats, problems, and uncertainties. Unlike medical care by physicians 
and social or legal support, charms were accessible to a relatively large 
proportion of the population; their use was not restricted by age, gender, 
or class. Combined with their functional versatility, this made charms a 
popular method in the Middle Ages for protection against all kinds of 
medical problems – such as bleeding and toothache –, social problems – 
for example, theft or poverty –, and supra-individual problems such as 
fire, lightning, and the influence of spirits. Although medieval charms 
could take many forms and occur on all sorts of materials,3 the focus in 
this paper lies with verbal charms, i.e., charms that rely on words for their 
efficacy, as they occur in books and rolls.  
The Heavenly Letter is a verbal charm that circulated in Western 
Europe from the fourth century onwards. It was especially popular in the 
late Middle Ages.4 Heavenly Letters make up a pluriform text type, 
which, according to Skemer, ultimately derives from an apocryphal letter 
sent by Christ to King Abgar V of Edessa, protecting the latter against 
medical and political problems.5 Not every text based on the Christ-
Abgar letters can be classified as a charm, though: the correspondence 
also yielded other, non-apotropaic texts, such as the Sunday Letter, 
which admonishes Christians to observe Sunday rest. Moreover, the 
correspondence between Christ and Abgar is not mentioned in most 
late medieval Heavenly Letter charms. The two commonalities that do 
exist between all these charms are their claim to a heavenly provenance 
or messenger and their explicit self-presentation as written documents.  
                                                 
3 Lea T. Olsan, “Charms and Prayers in Medieval Medical Theory and Practice,” Social 
History of Medicine 16 (2003): 358. 
4 E.g., Owen Davies, Grimoires: A History of Magic Books (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 34, 144, 192; Edina Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée,” Cahiers de 
Recherches Médiévales et Humanistes 8 (2001), accessed July 30, 2013, doi: 
10.4000/crm.397. 
5 Don Skemer, Binding Words: Textual Amulets in the Middle Ages (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 98.   
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Like other verbal charms, Heavenly Letters usually consist of an 
introduction and a charm proper. The introduction specifies the charm’s 
heavenly provenance, its function, and the way it is supposed to be 
employed, e.g., whether it is amuletic or not. In some cases, the charm 
proper is a Crux Christi charm or a list of divine names,6 whereas in other 
cases, the charm proper merely lists the dangers against which it 
protects its user. This protection is purportedly achieved through the 
power of the words of the charm proper, as is the case with verbal 
charms in general. Some Heavenly Letters feature as a charm proper a 
holy measurement of some sort, such as the measure of Christ’s side 
wound, which usually accompanies the text in the form of an illustration. 
 
5.3 COMPARING MATERIAL CARRIERS 
 
The Heavenly Letter is an interesting reference point when comparing 
amuletic and non-amuletic charms in different material contexts, as it is 
a type of charm that is inextricably linked with the physicality of the 
written word. The fact that it presents itself as a letter – often one that is 
transported from heaven to earth, for instance by an angel – implies that 
the charm proper is necessarily a physical object containing written 
content. The physical letter itself has the power to protect or heal the 
user of the charm. In that sense, the Heavenly Letter as a charm is similar 
to non-verbal charms – that is: objects used as charms. Like these non-
verbal charms, the majority of Heavenly Letter charms state that they 
need to be worn on the body as well. In spite of the instinctive link 
between rolls and amuleticness, Heavenly Letters are not only featured 
in rolls, but also in all kinds of books, alongside religious, medical and 
mantic texts, for instance. The following section highlights a number of 
observations concerning books and rolls as carriers of charms in general 
and Heavenly Letter charms in particular. 
 
                                                 
6 See the Heavenly Letter charm in Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194 (László S. 
Chardonnens and Rosanne Hebing, “Two Charms in a Late Medieval English Manuscript at 
Nijmegen University Library,” Review of English Studies ns 62 [2011]: 181-92). 
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Two practical considerations that present themselves in a comparison 
between books and rolls are their relative production costs and the 
extent to which their contents are protected. Not all medieval books 
were exceedingly lavish and costly affairs. This is certainly true for many 
books containing charms. Nonetheless, putting together a book in the 
Middle Ages, even an unassuming one, required a relatively large 
amount of parchment or paper and binding materials as well as the skill 
and resources to work these materials into a book. Medieval rolls 
however – especially those that were produced informally, for personal 
use, such as charm rolls – could be made from any piece of parchment 
or paper that was large enough to suit the producer’s needs. Moreover, 
they did not require binding.7 As a result, privately used rolls were 
generally cheaper and easier to produce than books. The fact that rolls 
were unbound also made them relatively vulnerable. Even though rolls 
could be rolled up or folded so that their contents were not directly 
exposed, they lacked a protective cover.8 The vulnerability of rolls 
combined with their status as more transient carriers of text may be why 
few rolls survive compared to books.9 In the case of rolls containing 
charms, it could also be that, in addition to loss by wear and tear, the 
more vehement condemnation of charms as part of superstition in the 
                                                 
7 E.g., Colin H. Roberts and Theodore C. Skeat, The Birth of the Codex (London: Oxford 
University Press for the British Academy, 1983), 52; Erik Kwakkel, “Discarded Parchment as 
Writing Support in English Manuscript Culture,” in English Manuscripts Before 1400, vol. 17 of 
English Manuscript Studies 1100-1700, ed. Anthony S. G. Edwards and Orietta Da Rold 
(London: The British Library, 2012), 238-61.  
8 Michael Clanchy goes as far as saying that their lack of a protective binding caused rolls 
to be considered unsuitable as carriers of Christian texts (From Memory to Written Record, 
England 1066-1307 [Oxford: Blackwell, 1993], 118, 139). Roberts and Skeat also observe that 
Christian texts appear in books more often than on rolls (The Birth of the Codex, 49). 
9 E.g., Victor M. Schmidt, “Some Notes on Scrolls in the Middle Ages,” Quaerendo 41 (2011): 
383; Hans Kienhorst and Herman Mulder, “Middelnederlandse fragmenten van D. A. 
Stracke in de bibliotheek van het Ruusbroecgenootschap te Antwerpen,” Spiegel der 
Letteren 35 (1993): 72; Jan Willem Klein, “(Middelnederlandse) handschriften: 
productieomstandigheden, soorten, functies,” Queeste 2 (1995): 20; Nigel Ramsay, 
“Archive Books,” in The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain, vol. 2, ed. Nigel Morgan 
and Rodney M. Thomson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 422. 
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wake of the Reformation caused some of these rolls to be discarded.10 
The rolls containing medieval English Heavenly Letter charms display 
varying degrees of damage. Interestingly, the roll that is most luxurious in 
terms of script and decoration – New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, 
Glazier 39 – has been best preserved, perhaps suggesting that it was 
either treated with more reverence or not used in quite the same way as 
other rolls of its kind.  
The most striking visual difference between books and rolls in 
general is that the entire contents of a roll – when it is rolled out – can 
usually be scanned at once, whereas texts in a book are spread over 
multiple folios, which makes it impossible to view the entire contents of a 
book at the same time. It is unlikely that rolls were always rolled out 
completely when they were used.11 Nonetheless, the natural and fixed 
boundaries represented by the page endings in a book are not present 
to the same extent on a roll. This must have consequences for the way a 
roll is used. As Skeat remarked, “reading a roll is a continuous process, 
unbroken by the necessity for page-turning, which cuts the reader off 
from all that has gone before and gives only limited access, in the form 
of the facing page, to what is to come”.12 The medieval English charm 
rolls featuring Heavenly Letters sometimes feature line fillers or 
decorations to separate texts. These line fillers do not occur consistently, 
though, and sometimes they are completely absent. This is the case in 
London, Wellcome Library, MS 632, making the contents of this roll 
appear like a single stretch of text interspersed with illustrations. It stands 
                                                 
10 Lea T. Olsan, “The Three Good Brothers Charm: Some Historical Points,” Incantatio 1 
(2011): 62. 
11 According to Rossell H. Robbins, some rolls – the so-called Arma Christi rolls, containing 
verse texts on the instruments of Christ’s passion – were in fact meant for public use. Small 
leaden weights were probably attached to these rolls in order to force them to stay rolled 
out (“The ‘Arma Christi’ Rolls,” The Modern Language Review 34.3 [1939]: 419). However, 
the size of these rolls would make their public use unlikely: the drawings they feature would 
be too small to see from a distance (e.g., Robinson, “The Format of Books,” 44). Using rolls 
without rolling them out entirely, on the other hand, implied them being rolled up from 
bottom to top in order for the user to have access to the texts from top to bottom when 
unrolling the roll.    
12 Theodore C. Skeat, “Roll versus Codex – A New Approach?” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie 
und Epigraphik 84 (1990): 297. See also Raymond Clemens and Timothy Graham, 
Introduction to Manuscript Studies (New York: Cornell University Press, 2007), 250-58. 
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to reason, then, that charms on a roll make up a unity in terms of 
function and theme, which would make it likely for them to be used in 
one go.13  
The visual unity of charms on a roll also applies to the 
combination of text and illustration. This can be seen in the rolls featuring 
Heavenly Letter charms. The medieval English Heavenly Letter charms 
occurring in rolls are all accompanied by illustrations, for instance of the 
Cross or the side wound of Christ. As explained above, these illustrations 
are meant to convey measurements that function as the charm proper. 
Other charm rolls similarly require the visual unity of text and illustration. 
For instance, the charms in Yale, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library, Beinecke MS 410, a fifteenth-century indulgence roll, require the 
user of the roll to behold, remember and worship the high-quality 
illustrations of the Arma Christi – the instruments of Christ’s passion – for 
protection. The roll format in general makes it relatively easy to display 
text and illustration alongside each other.14 Text and image cannot 
always run together in books, as the presentation of the contents is at 
least to some extent dictated by a leaf’s size. In the case of the roll, 
however, the illuminator could match illustration with text as texts on a 
roll are not spread over multiple folios. The text and any image 
accompanying it are both visible in their entirety on rolls. Rolls, then, allow 
for the presentation of contents – both textual and non-textual – as a 
visually unified whole.  
Of course, the contents of a book are not necessarily less 
thematically unified than those of a roll simply because the visual unity of 
texts and illuminations is more prominent on a roll. Books containing a 
single text or books containing texts that clearly make up a whole should 
without doubt be considered thematic unities. An example of the former 
would be Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, Peniarth 392D, also 
known as the Hengwrt Chaucer, which contains only Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales. An example of the latter would be a medical recipe 
collection such as London, British Library, Royal 18 A. vi. Likewise, the 
prayers, psalms, litanies, and charms in religious miscellanies – where we 
                                                 
13 Roberts and Skeat, The Birth of the Codex, 38-44.  
14 E.g., Skeat, “Roll versus Codex,” 297-98; Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, 142. 
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often find Heavenly Letter charms – are thematically as related to each 
other as are the charms and prayers on a roll. An example of a prayer 
book containing a Heavenly Letter as well as other charms alongside 
religious texts is Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley 850. The charms in this 
fourteenth-century prayer book were treated no differently by the scribe 
than the prayers and the psalms that appear alongside them. The 
Heavenly Letter in Bodley 850 will be discussed in more detail later on as 
one of the two charms that are edited in this paper. 
The occurrence of the Heavenly Letter and other such charms in 
medieval prayer books like Bodley 850 is unsurprising, as charms 
containing Christian elements were used within the medieval social 
context of Christianity.15 Considering them magical or non-Christian is a 
result of taking them out of their context. Charms were not out of place 
among religious texts – at least, not according to the average medieval 
charm user.16 Whether or not charms were recognized as different from 
prayers is irrelevant in that respect, as most contemporaries would not 
have been preoccupied with labelling a text as either one or the other.17 
The perceived difference between the two, either by a modern scholar 
or by a medieval layperson, is more likely to be dependent on the wider 
context of the text within its material setting, and perhaps on the 
reception and religious preconceptions on the side of the person 
consulting the charm.  
Charms can, in fact, make up thematic unities with different kinds 
of texts in various material contexts. They are part of many Anglo-Saxon 
leechbooks such as the eleventh-century manuscript London, British 
Library, Harley 585 – the manuscript containing the Lacnunga –, for 
instance. This indicates that charms were used freely by local healers, at 
least in the Anglo-Saxon period. The fact that charms were not 
unequivocally frowned upon in official medicine is proven by the 
                                                 
15 For a discussion of the interface between charm and prayer, see e.g., Karen L. Jolly, 
Catharina Raudvere, and Edward Peters, The Middle Ages, vol. 3 of Witchcraft and Magic 
in Europe, ed. Bengt Ankarloo and Stuart Clark (London: Athlone Press, 2002), 23-29. 
16 Rebecca Fisher, “The Anglo-Saxon Charms: Texts in Context,” The Retrospective Methods 
Network Newsletter 4 (2012): 124. 
17 Cf. Richard Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 9. 
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occurrence of charms in books of medicine transmitted by educated 
physicians.18 In addition to these Anglo-Saxon medical books, late 
medieval medical compilations frequently contain charms too. The 
fourteenth-century manuscript Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson C.814 
is a case in point. This book contains a mixture of medical recipes, 
prognostications, and charms, written in different languages – English, 
Latin and French – and even in different hands, but all with the purpose 
of healing or protecting their users. Finally, miscellanies, or more 
specifically, commonplace books – books that contain eclectic 
collections of texts, compiled over the years by the owner or owners of 
the book – regularly feature charms as well. An example of a 
commonplace book is Oxford, Bodleian Library, Tanner 407.19 Aside from 
charms, this book contains poems, such as the nonsense verse A fryer an 
hetward afox and afulmer sittyng on a rewe / a tapster hym sittyng by to 
fylle þe cumpany þe best is astrewe,20 fragments of plays, but also 
business-related texts, such as travel itineraries and specifications 
concerning the words a franklin should use to swear fealty to a landlord, 
among other things. The contents of commonplace books such as 
Tanner 407 reflect the interests and practical needs of their compilers. 
These various contexts featuring charms show that medieval charms 
could comfortably make up a thematic unity with different kinds of texts 
in different kinds of books.  
The question of thematic unity is more complex for composite 
manuscripts. Pamela Robinson describes composites as manuscripts 
“made up of a number of self-contained units”, which she labels 
‘booklets’. A booklet, according to Robinson, “originated as a small but 
structurally independent production containing a single work or a 
                                                 
18 E.g., Laura T. Mitchell, “Cultural Uses of Magic in Fifteenth-Century England” (PhD diss., 
University of Toronto, 2011), accessed 30 October, 2013, 
<http://hdl.handle.net/1807/31869>, 59. 
19 For an edition of Tanner 407, see Cameron Louis, The Commonplace Book of Robert 
Reynes of Acle: An Edition of Tanner 407 (New York: Garland Pub, 1980). 
20 “A friar, an overseer, a fox and a fulmar sitting in a row, a tapster sitting by them to fill the 
company who is truly the best (of the company)”.   
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number of short works”.21 As booklets originally functioned as separate 
units and were only bound to form composites after their time of 
production – sometimes well after their production –,22 they can be, but 
are not necessarily, thematically related to each other. The booklets in a 
composite manuscript were after all not intended per se to become part 
of a single book at the time of their production.23 That being said, the 
texts within booklets usually do make up a thematic unity, as can be 
seen, for instance, in Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194. This relatively 
small fifteenth-century religious miscellany is a composite manuscript 
comprising multiple independently produced booklets. One of the 
booklets in this relatively small fifteenth-century religious miscellany 
contains a collection of prayers, directions for praying and a Heavenly 
Letter charm. Aside from a shared theme – they are all devotional 
protective texts – these texts have a shared function: they all serve to 
offer protection, whether they be prayers or charms.24   
Aside from occurring as intended parts of different kinds of 
material carriers, Heavenly Letters as well as other charms also feature as 
later additions that were not originally part of the contents of these 
carriers. This is witnessed in composite manuscripts, for instance, which 
frequently contain blank spaces where a text or set of texts ends if this 
text boundary does not coincide with a quire boundary. These blank 
spaces could be considered a by-product of the division of a book into 
booklets. Blank folios also occur in the form of flyleaves, and blank 
spaces may follow texts even if they are not at the end of a quire. Of 
course, the scribe could choose to cut away empty folios,25 but if the 
empty folios were kept in the book or if a folio was only partially empty, 
the blank spaces could also be filled at another point in time with other 
texts that were not originally meant to appear in that particular location. 
Examples of charms that were not originally part of a manuscript are 
                                                 
21 Pamela R. Robinson, “Self-Contained Units in Composite Manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon 
Period,” Anglo-Saxon England 7 (1978): 231; Ralph Hanna, Pursuing History: Middle English 
Manuscripts and Their Texts (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 21-26. 
22 Robinson, “Self-Contained Units,” 234. 
23 Ibid., 231, 234. 
24 See Chardonnens and Hebing, “Two Charms,” 181-92. 
25 Robinson, “Self-Contained Units,” 232-33. 
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easy to find.26 A fifteenth-century manuscript containing the Law of 
Hywel Dda (Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, Peniarth 39), for 
instance, contains a Heavenly Letter charm that was added a century 
after the production of the rest of the book.27 The same goes for a 
fifteenth-century manuscript containing the Distichs of Cato (Göttingen, 
Niedersächsische Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek, Philol. 163).28 
Likewise, a small religious miscellany from the late fourteenth or early 
fifteenth century, produced in Bruges but meant for the English market 
(Cambridge, University Library, Ii.6.2), contains a number of sixteenth-
century additions in the form of ownership notes, a medical recipe 
against colic, and charms to staunch fire and ensure pregnancy.29  
Another way by which charms enter medieval books is in the form 
of marginalia.30 A much-discussed example of a medieval book 
containing charms in its margins is Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 
41, which features an Old English rendering of Bede’s Historia 
Ecclesiastica. Logically, space plays a role here just as it does for charms 
added to the ends of folios or quires: the ample margins of MS 41 made 
the addition of marginalia possible and perhaps even obvious. Recent 
studies agree that the charms – as well as the other texts – in the margins 
of MS 41 were not written down arbitrarily; they interact with each other 
and with the central text in terms of theme and function,31 which would 
                                                 
26 Cf. Mitchell, “Cultural Uses of Magic,” 87. 
27 William Marx, The Index of Middle English Prose, Handlist XIV: Manuscripts in the National 
Library of Wales (Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru), Aberystwyth (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 
1999), 31. 
28 Max Förster, “Kleinere mittelenglische Texte,” Anglia 42 (1918): 217-19. 
29 Margaret Connolly, The Index of Middle English Prose, Handlist XIX: Manuscripts in the 
University Library, Cambridge (Dd-Oo) (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2009), 220-21, 368. 
30 E.g., Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400-
c.1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 276; Thomas M. Smallwood, “The 
Transmission of Charms in English, Medieval and Modern,” in Charms and Charming in 
Europe, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 17; Lea T. Olsan, “The 
Marginality of Charms in Medieval England,” in The Power of Words: Studies on Charms and 
Charming in Europe, ed. James Kapaló, Éva Pócs and William Ryan (Budapest, New York: 
Central European University Press, 2013), 135-64. 
31 Karen L. Jolly, “On the Margins of Orthodoxy: Devotional Formulas and Protective Prayers 
in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College MS 41,” in Signs on the Edge: Space, Text and Margin 
in Medieval Manuscripts, ed. Sarah L. Keefer and Rolf H. Bremmer, Jr., Medievalia 
100 
 
explain why particular charms appear in a particular place. The function 
of marginalia in general, however, is not as easily established. Even 
though marginalia, like texts added to blank spaces on the center of the 
page, do not appear to be random additions, they certainly do not 
have the same prominence as the central texts around which they 
appear. This may suggest that charms and other texts were written down 
in the margins for later reference or perhaps even for later recopying.32 
Heavenly Letter charms are not often encountered as marginalia. This is 
perhaps due to the fact that they are relatively long, consisting of an 
introduction and a charm proper. Their length, especially if they were 
combined with an illustration, would not allow these charms to be written 
down in the confined space of a margin.    
Room for additions around and between other texts is not present 
to the same extent on a roll. First of all, rolls are limited in shape and size.33 
This limited size and a roll’s material unity, that is: the fact that it cannot 
be divided into separate parts like a manuscript can be divided into 
quires or booklets, make it more likely for a roll to be produced in one go 
by a single scribe in much the same manner that a scribe designs the 
smallest unit of a manuscript – a booklet like the one in the religious 
miscellany UBN 194, for instance. Combined with the immediate visibility 
                                                                                                                       
Groninganae n.s. 10 (Paris, Leuven, Dudley: Peeters, 2007), 135; Katrin Rupp, “The Anxiety of 
Writing: A Reading of the Old English Journey Charm,” Oral Tradition 23.2 (2008): 255-66. 
32 Sarah L. Keefer, “Margin as Archive: The Liturgical Marginalia of a Manuscript of the Old 
English Bede,” Traditio 51 (1996): 147-77; Peter Dendle, “Textual Transmission of the Old 
English “Loss of Cattle” Charm,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 105.4 (2006): 
514-39. 
33 Robinson, “The Format of Books,” 43. It should be noted that rolls containing 
administrative records could be extended by stacking multiple strips of parchment and 
sewing them together (e.g., Van der Poel, “Spreukstrofen op een perkamenten rol,” 109-
10). This kind of extension is not often seen in non-administrative rolls. However, one 
exception confirming the rule can be found in the fourteenth-century roll Kassel, 
Universitätsbibliothek Kassel - Landesbibliothek und Murhardsche Bibliothek der Stadt Kassel, 
8° Ms. med. 11[1. This roll, containing different kinds of utilitarian texts, consists of three parts 
on three separate strips of parchment that were in all likelihood produced by the same 
person, but not at the same time. It seems plausible that the owner of the roll, who was 
perhaps also its producer, sewed the different parts together for practical purposes or 
because of the suitability of the texts featured on them. This roll is a noteworthy example, 
however, because the three different parts could have easily functioned separately.  
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of a roll’s entire contents and the thematic unity of the texts and 
illuminations on a roll, the single-process production of a roll implies that 
the scribe must have had a clear idea of the type and the length of the 
texts that were to become part of the roll before it was produced. As a 
result, large blank spaces between, after and around texts rarely occur 
on rolls, and unplanned additions of texts after the initial production of 
the roll are rare, especially if those texts are not directly related to the 
other texts in the roll. It should be noted, though, that there are instances 
of texts being added to the dorse of a roll. This can be witnessed on Yale, 
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Takamiya 56, a fifteenth-
century roll containing charms and prayers on its face as well as a 
Heavenly Letter charm involving the Virgin’s measure on its dorse. 
However, a lack of space would impede the addition of texts on the 
face of the same roll. Moreover, the charms on Takamiya 56, on its front 
as well as on its dorse, make up a thematic unity: the shared purpose of 
the texts is to protect their user. None of the other rolls featuring medieval 
English Heavenly Letter charms appear to have been altered after their 
production. Rolls containing charms, then, typically reflect a planned 
endeavor to create a unified corpus of texts – charms and prayers – that 
aims to protect the user of the roll. The ad hoc addition of texts that is 
often found in books, then, is not as frequently witnessed on rolls.  
A special type of roll that often features a version of the Heavenly 
Letter charm as well as other amuletic charms offering protection to 
pregnant women is the birth girdle. Birth girdles were very common in the 
late Middle Ages, although relatively few survive.34 Like other rolls for 
private use, they were inexpensive, easy to produce, and easily 
accessible to medieval women.35 Even though birth girdles were 
condemned by the Church in post-Reformation England – which 
explains why many of them were lost –, they remained in use. The 
popularity of birth girdles is perhaps due to the fact that they are so 
multifunctional: they could be worn during pregnancy, not only for their 
protective powers, but also to support the abdomen, and they could 
                                                 
34 Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in Sixteenth 
and Seventeenth-Century England (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971), 188. 
35 Skemer, Binding Words, 237. 
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also be worn during labor and the midwife or physician could move or 
place the girdle strategically over the body of the woman giving birth.36 
The prayers and charms that are featured in medieval birth girdles are 
often devoted to the Christian Saints Margaret, Mary, and Quiricus and 
Julitta, who are all associated with the protection of women, especially 
mothers.37 However, according to Dilling, birth girdles and other 
protective girdles are distinctly pagan in origin, as witnessed by the 
occurrence of magic belts in folkloric tales from different countries.38 
Skemer adds that circular protection, as given by birth girdles worn 
around the waist but also by other types of rolls worn around the neck, 
was based on traditional magic.39 Interestingly, a Heavenly Letter in the 
Lacnunga manuscript states that it needs to be worn around the head. 
Whether birth girdles are indeed ‘more magical’ than other medieval 
charm rolls – or indeed than medieval books of hours and leechbooks 
featuring charms and prayers side by side – is doubtful. Although rolls 
rarely present themselves as birth girdles, several medieval English rolls 
survive that are believed to have functioned as birth girdles, such as 
London, Wellcome Historical Medical Library, MS 632, London, British 
Library, Harley 43 A. 14, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, Glazier 39, 
and London, British Library, Harley T.11.40 The latter is described further on 
in this paper.     
In conclusion, it appears to be the case that the material context 
– book or roll – of medieval charms was connected to the intended use 
of the charm or the intention of the user. Generally speaking, rolls 
containing charms, especially the ones that were produced informally 
for personal use, cost less to produce than books in terms of time and 
                                                 
36 Walter J. Dilling, “Girdles: Their Origin and Development, Particularly with Regard to their 
Use as Charms in Medicine, Marriage, and Midwifery,” Caledonian Medical Journal 9 
(1912-1914): 409. 
37 Stephanie L. Volf, A “medicyne of wordes”: Women, Prayer, and Healing in Fourteenth- 
and Fifteenth-Century England (Ann Arbor: ProQuest, 2011), 261-63; Joseph J. Gwara and 
Mary Morse, “A Birth Girdle Printed by Wynkyn de Worde,” The Library 13.1 (2012): 37. 
38 Dilling, “Girdles,” 340-47, 417-18. 
39 Skemer, Binding Words, 138-39, 156-61. Cf. Liselotte Hansmann, Liselotte and Lenz Kriss-
Rettenbeck, Amulett und Talisman. Erscheinungsform und Geschichte (München: Verlag 
Georg D.W. Callwey, 1966), 134. 
40 Volf, A “medicyne of wordes”, 263, 268.  
103 
 
effort, but were more difficult to preserve for a longer period of time due 
to their susceptibility to outside influences. It was perhaps less pivotal, 
then, for the contents of these rolls to remain unblemished. Another 
characteristic of the roll as a carrier of charms is that it makes up a 
distinctly unified whole revolving around a single theme and a single 
purpose. This is witnessed by the visual unity of the elements – texts and 
illustrations – featured on a roll as well as by a roll’s integrity during and 
after production. Charms in books, on the other hand, appear as 
planned elements, purposefully added and in agreement with the other 
contents of the book, but also as marginalia or as post-production 
addition to fill up empty space. Even though books and rolls may feature 
similar texts, the heterogeneity of the contents of the average 
miscellany, the sheer length of the contents of single-text books and the 
ad hoc, notebook-like manner in which the contents of commonplace 
books are recorded are unlikely to be reflected on rolls. All in all, the 
distinction between charms in books and charms on rolls can perhaps be 
characterized as a difference between texts that are written down to be 
stored as information that can be consulted at leisure – those are the 
charms in books – and texts that are written down on a material carrier 
that effectively turns the purposeful combination of these texts into a tool 
– those are the charms on rolls. 
 
5.4 CASE STUDY: TWO HEAVENLY LETTER CHARMS 
 
This section presents editions of two similar fifteenth-century English 
Heavenly Letter charms. One of the charms occurs in a prayer book and 
the other on a charm roll. By putting both charms in their material 
context, the observations put forward above can be revisited. 
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5.4.1 LONDON, BRITISH LIBRARY, HARLEY T.11 
 
5.4.1.1 MATERIAL DESCRIPTION 
 
Harley T.11 is a fifteenth-century parchment roll, measuring 
approximately 8.5 x 121 centimeters and containing a collection of 
magical sigils, charms and prayers written in both English and in Latin. All 
of the texts and illustrations in Harley T.11 appear on one side of the roll 
only. Most of the elements in the roll have a protective function – some 
seem to have been designed to protect during pregnancy and 
childbirth. Another commonality between the different texts and 
illustrations is that they require to be worn on the body in order to be 
effective, which makes Harley T.11 an amulet roll. Interestingly, amuletic 
rolls are usually relatively narrow like Harley T.11.41 Its compact size must 
have made it easily portable and therefore suitable for precisely this 
purpose.42 Several discussions of medieval amulets indeed mention or 
briefly describe Harley T.11,43 but only one complete, if antiquated, 
edition of the roll exists.44 
                                                 
41 Mary Agnes Edsall, “Arma Christi Rolls or Textual Amulets? The Narrow Roll Format 
Manuscripts of ‘O Vernicle’,” Magic, Ritual, and Witchcraft 9.2 (2014): 178-209. 
42 Skemer, Binding Words, 263-64. 
43 Gwara and Morse, “A Birth Girdle,” 41, n. 24; Sophie Page, Magic in Medieval 
Manuscripts (London: The British Library, 2004), 32-33; Kathryn M. Rudy, “Kissing Images, 
Unfurling Rolls, Measuring Wounds, Sewing Badges and Carrying Talismans: Considering 
Some Harley Manuscripts through the Physical Rituals They Reveal,” Electronic British Library 
Journal (2011, art. 5): 42, 44-45, accessed January 8, 2014, 
<http://www.bl.uk/eblj/2011articles/pdf/ebljarticle52011.pdf>; Volf, A “medicyne of 
wordes”, 258-300; Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 305, n. 114; Mary Morse, “‘Thys moche 
more ys oure Lady Mary longe’: Takamiya MS 56 and the English Birth Girdle Tradition,” in 
Middle English Texts in Transition: A Festschrift dedicated to Toshiyuki Takamiya on his 70th 
Birthday, ed. Simon Horobin and Linne R. Mooney (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2014), 199-219. 
44 William S. Simpson, “On a Magical Roll Preserved in the British Museum,” Journal of the 
British Archaeological Association 48 (1892): 50-54. An edition of two of the charms in the 
roll is offered in Curt F. Bühler, “Prayers and Charms in Certain Middle English Scrolls,” 
Speculum 39.2 (1964): 277. 
105 
 
The texts in the roll are written in black ink, with rubrics, pen work, 
and illuminations in red and green ink. Although the roll is not ruled, the 
text spacing is regular. The first and the last texts in the roll are more 
heavily faded than the other texts, presumably because the ends of the 
roll have been rolled up more tightly than the rest of the roll. As a result, 
the last text in the roll has become illegible. The bottom of the roll’s dorse 
is covered in a dark-colored residue, which could imply that Harley T.11 
was rolled from top to bottom, with the bottom of the dorse at the 
surface. The stiffness and quality of the parchment and the discolorations 
visible on the entire roll may point to the fact that Harley T.11 was made 
of cut-offs, i.e., pieces of parchment – usually the edges of the skin – that 
were cut off by the parchment maker or the scribe.45 The hand in which 
the texts are written is a Cursiva Anglicana with some Secretary 
influence.46 The consistency of the duct and the proportion of the hand 
make it likely that the texts were written by a single scribe in a single stint. 
Harley T.11 lacks punctuation. Line fillers and dividers indicate where the 
texts stop, and capitals and initials indicate where they begin. Some of 
the texts are introduced by a rubric in red or green ink. The last text in the 
roll is completely rubricated, but it is no longer legible. The general 
impression one gets from looking at Harley T.11 is that it is a fairly 
unadorned roll which was neither very costly nor very time-consuming to 
produce.  
 Harley T.11 features a number of illustrations. Three of these are 
necessary complements to three texts that center on the passion of 
Christ. The first is a drawing of a green Tau cross in a red frame, which is 
12.5 centimeters long. The second drawing is of the three nails of the 
crucifixion, and measures 17.7 centimeters. The nails are green and the 
drops of blood surrounding them like strings of pearls are red. The third 
drawing is of Christ’s side wound, and measures 7 centimeters. The side 
wound is lozenge-shaped and is built up out of three concentric layers. In 
addition to the drawings accompanying the texts, Harley T.11 contains 
eight magic sigils, drawn in red and green ink.  
                                                 
45 Kwakkel, “Discarded Parchment,” 240-45. 
46 I have used Malcolm B. Parkes, English Cursive Bookhands, 1250-1500 (London: Scolar 
Press, 1979), 2-19 as a point of reference. 
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5.4.1.2 DESCRIPTION OF CONTENTS AND TEXT EDITION 
  
The contents of Harley T.11 – some nineteen texts, three of which are 
accompanied by illuminations and two sets of four sigils – have a single 
purpose: to protect the user of the roll from adversity through intervention 
of (mostly) Christian holy figures. This intervention is requested in the form 
of charms, petitionary prayers, lists of divine names, and caractères – sets 
of mysterious but meaningful letters and symbols.47 The protection 
offered by the elements in the roll is multifaceted and varies from 
preventing or curing physical problems, such as sleeplessness and death 
in battle, to averting social problems, such as injustice and poverty. 
Many of the texts stipulate that they need to be worn on the body in 
order to be effective.  
The three longest and most prominent texts in the roll are 
amuletic charms based on holy measurements. Each of the three 
charms is accompanied by an illustration that constitutes the amulet 
proper. The charms are based on the measure of the cross of the 
crucifixion, the measure of the nails of the crucifixion, and the measure of 
Christ’s side wound, respectively. The second charm – the one that is 
based on the length of the nails – identifies Pope Innocent VIII as the one 
who granted seven protective gifts to whomever carries the length of 
the nails on his body as an amulet. These gifts are protection in battle 
and against enemies, poison, false witnesses, dying an evil or a sudden 
death, evil spirits, and disease. The charm also ensures prosperity. The 
same gifts are mentioned in the roll London, British Library, Harley 43 A. 
14, but they come with a charm based on the length of Christ, rather 
than the length of the nails. As Bühler indicates, the Popes mentioned in 
these charms varied as well.48 This shows that some of the building blocks 
of these charms were, at least to some extent, interchangeable. The 
second amuletic holy measurement charm – the one based on the 
measure of the side wound – is a Heavenly Letter. 
                                                 
47 Skemer, Binding Words, 116, 206. 
48 Bühler, “Prayers and Charms,” 272, 277. 
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A text edition of the Heavenly Letter charm in Harley T.11 is 
presented here. The roll’s orthography, punctuation and capitalization 
have been retained. Abbreviations have been solved silently, and 
highlighting is not noted here. Scribal errors have been emended. 
 
This is the mesur of the blessyd wound that our lord Ihesu crist had in his 
right syde the whiche an angell brought to charlamayn the nobyll 
emperor of constantyne wyth in a cofer of gold saing this in hys tetyll that 
who so euer man or woman hauyng this mesur on hym shall not be slayn 
wyth no swerd nor spere nor no shot shall not hurt the nor no man shall 
not ouer come hym in batell nor fire nor water shall not noy hym and yf a 
woman be trauelyng of child that day that she shuld haue sayn the sayd 
mesur that day she shall not perysh but the child to haue crestendom 
and the moder puryfycacion for thuz is provyd for euery man that goth 
to a sault of armes hauyng thys mesur on hym shall haue the victory & 
honor upon hys enemys49 
                                                 
49 This is the mesur of the blessyd wound] this is the mesur of of the blessyd wound; 
wyth no swerd nor spere] wyth no sw swerd nor spere; yf a woman be trauelyng of child] yf 
a woma be trauelyng of chl child; that day she shall not perysh] that day sh she shall not be 
perysh; a sault of armes] a sault of ar (Simpson, “On a Magical Roll,” 53 and Bühler, “Prayers 
and Charms,” 277 suggest ‘armes’); shall haue the victory] shall haue the vic victory. 
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© British Library Board, Harley Roll T.11. 
 
Image on the left:  the roll in its entirety 
Image on the right:  the Heavenly Letter 
charm in Harley T.11 
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5.4.1.3 THE CHARM IN CONTEXT 
 
The Heavenly Letter charm is one of the three charms in Harley T.11 that 
are based on holy measurements. Holy measurements − i.e., 
measurements of a holy object or (part of) a holy figure that are 
believed to be imbued with power − were venerated in Europe 
throughout and after the Middle Ages.50 It is likely that charms based on 
these measurements were brought to Western Europe by pilgrims.51 There 
are multiple measurements occurring as charms in medieval Europe, 
such as the measurement of Christ’s body, the measurement of the 
impression of Christ’s foot in a stone, the measurement of Christ’s side 
wound, and the measurement of the Virgin’s grave.52 The reason for the 
veneration of these measurements has to do with the belief that the 
measure of someone or something captures the essence of the person 
or the thing itself along with its powers, as long as the measurement is 
true to size or proportionally accurate.53 Charms based on holy 
measurements are usually amuletic and often mention protection during 
pregnancy and childbirth as one of their functions.54 The fact that the 
charm in Harley T.11 mentions that a person “hauyng this mesur on hym” 
                                                 
50 E.g., Adolf Jacoby, “Heilige Längenmasse: Eine Untersuchung zur Geschichte der 
Amulette,” Schweizerisches Archiv für die Volkskunde 29 (1929): 184-86; Ibid., “Länge 
Christi,” in Handwörterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens, vol. 5, ed. Eduard Hoffmann-
Krayer and Hanns Bächtold-Stäubli (Berlin & Leipzig: Walter de Gruyter, 1932/1933), 899-902. 
According to the Malleus Maleficarum, the book that was used between the fifteenth and 
seventeenth centuries as a manual for the persecution of witches, fixing the measurement 
of Christ to a witch’s naked body was a form of torture. 
51 E.g., Beate Günzel, Aelfwine’s Prayerbook (London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 1993), 76. 
52 Jacoby, “Heilige Längenmasse,” 193-216; Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée”. 
For a discussion of the depiction of Christ’s wound in his right or his left side see e.g., James 
Hall, The Sinister Side: How Left-Right Symbolism shaped Western Art (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 168-210; William S. Simpson, “On the Measure of the Wound in the 
Side of the Redeemer, Worn Anciently as a Charm; and on the Five Wounds as 
Represented in Art,” Journal of the British Archaeological Association 30 (1874): 360-64.   
53 Jacoby, “Heilige Längenmasse,” 206, 213. Although these charms all claim to have the 
true measurement of, for instance, the cross of the crucifixion, the measurements vary from 
charm to charm. Cf. Louis Gougaud, “La prière dite de Charlemagne et les pièces 
apocryphes apparentées,” Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique 20.2 (1924): 218, 224. 
54 E.g., Ellen Ettlinger, “British Amulets in London Museums,” Folklore 50.2 (1939): 173; Gwara 
and Morse, “A Birth Girdle,” 41, n. 24; Volf, A “medicyne of wordes”, 261-63. 
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is protected indeed implies that this is an amuletic charm, and the 
dedication of the charm to women “trauelyng of child” indicates that 
the charm was used to ensure safe pregnancy and delivery of the child. 
The charm in Harley T.11 revolves specifically around the measurement 
of Christ’s side wound. The veneration of the side wound and the other 
four wounds already existed in the sixth century, but Christ’s wounds – 
and his suffering in general – became especially popular in the 
fourteenth century. The side wound was considered the holiest of the five 
as it symbolised his wounded heart,55 and its popularity in the later 
Middle Ages may well be the cause of the references to the side wound 
in amuletic Heavenly Letter charms such as the one in Harley T.11.56  
The presence of Charlemagne makes the charm in Harley T.11 an 
example of a Prière de Charlemagne, a variety of the Heavenly Letter 
charm in which the letter is sent to Charlemagne – sometimes by a saint, 
but usually by an angel. A pope – usually Leo, Innocent or Gregory – is 
also mentioned as an intermediary in some cases.57 The messenger in the 
Harley T.11 charm is an angel. As is typical for Heavenly Letter charms, 
the Harley T.11 Prière de Charlemagne is a multi-purpose charm, offering 
                                                 
55 Louis Gougaud, Dévotions et pratiques ascétiques du Moyen Âge (Paris: Desclée de 
Brouwer, 1925), 78, 88-89; Émile Mâle, l’Art religieux de la fin du Moyen Âge en France: 
Étude sur l'iconographie du Moyen Âge et sur ses sources d'inspiration (Paris: Colin, 1908), 
101-02.  
56 E.g., Jacoby, “Heilige Längenmasse,” 207-09, 213; Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection 
privée”. The side wound was sometimes also present in medieval books of hours without 
reference to its use as a charm, e.g., in the fifteenth-century book of hours London, 
Lambeth Palace Library, MS 545, which features an image of the side wound stitched to an 
empty folio. Drawings of the Arma Christi often featured the side wound as well, for 
instance as on the fifteenth-century roll Yale, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 
Takamiya 56. For more on Arma Christi rolls, see Edsall, “Arma Christi Rolls or Textual 
Amulets?”. 
57 E.g., Edina Bozoky, Charmes et prières apotropaïques, Typologie des sources du Moyen 
Âge occidental 86 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), 49-51. Popes are mentioned, for instance, in 
the Middle English Heavenly Letter charms in Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, 
Peniarth 39, fol. 74; Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, Peniarth 369, fol. 78; Göttingen, 
Niedersächsische Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek, Philol. 163, fol. 72v; London, British 
Library, Royal 17 A. xvi, fol. 22v; London, British Library, Additional 37787, fols. 174r-178r; 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, Tanner 407, fol. 36; Oxford, Bodleian Library, Additional B. 1, fols. 
18r-19r; Oxford, Lincoln College Library, Lat. 130; Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley 850, fol. 
93v. 
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its user protection against fire and water, but also in battle and, as 
mentioned above, during childbirth. The other charms based on holy 
measurements in Harley T.11 are comparable in function.  
Similar charms incorporating the measurement of the side wound 
can be found in a number of late medieval manuscripts and rolls, for 
instance in Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, MS fr. 14017. This 
French charm is incidentally also accompanied by a drawing of Christ’s 
side wound, and followed by the exact same five benedictions as in 
Harley T.11. However, it does not refer to a celestial origin of the 
measurement; rather, it states that Charlemagne was the one to take 
the letter from Constantinople in a golden casket.58 This indicates that 
different elements of charms – for instance, the topoi of the holy 
measurement and the Heavenly Letter – could be integrated into 
charms separately.  
The Heavenly Letter charm in Harley T.11 obviously makes up a 
thematic unity with the other texts and illuminations in the roll. Although 
some of the texts are in English and some in Latin and although some 
texts present themselves as prayers whereas others do not, the 
combined contents of the roll have a single purpose: protection. As most 
of the elements in Harley T.11 require to be worn on the body, the roll 
can be classified as an amuletic roll. In spite of the fact that Harley T.11 is 
a prime example of a multipurpose amulet roll, it is not unlikely that 
Harley T.11 at one point specifically functioned as a birth girdle.59 The roll 
would have been long and narrow enough to be wound around the 
belly of a pregnant woman. Moreover, many elements in Harley T.11 are 
associated with pregnancy and childbirth. Of course, this goes for the 
Heavenly Letter charm and the other charms based on holy 
measurements, but also for the ‘peperit’ charm for speedy and painless 
delivery,60 which in Harley T.11 is combined with a charm in corrupted 
Latin with the same purpose (‘Panditur interea domus omnipotentis 
Olympi’).61 The multiple references to saints Cyricus and Julitta point in 
                                                 
58 Cf. Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée”. 
59 Volf, A “medicyne of wordes”, 263; Gwara and Morse, “A Birth Girdle,” 41, n. 24. 
60 Skemer, Binding Words, 239, n. 13-14 
61 “Meanwhile the house of the almighty Olympus is opened”. See Lea T. Olsan and Peter 
M. Jones, “Charms and Amulets for Conception and Childbirth,” in Oral Charms in 
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the same direction. These two saints are usually mentioned together, as 
they were a mother and son who according to legend were martyred at 
Tarsus in the fourth century and came to be associated with the 
protection of pregnant women – especially in medieval England and 
Ireland. These charms, as well as many of the other texts in Harley T.11, 
also occur in other late medieval rolls presumably used as birth girdles, 
such as such as London, British Library, Harley 43 A. 14 and Additional 
88929 – a roll that belonged to Prince Henry before he become King 
Henry VIII –, New York, The Pierpont Morgan Library, Glazier 39, Yale, 
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Takamiya 56, and London, 
Wellcome Historical Medical Library, 632.62 
   
5.4.2 OXFORD, BODLEIAN LIBRARY, BODLEY 850 
 
5.4.2.1 MATERIAL DESCRIPTION 
 
The second Heavenly Letter charm can be found in the fourteenth-
century prayer book Bodley 850. Although the manuscript is mentioned 
in passing in a number of works,63 a full description of the manuscript is 
wanting. Bodley 850 is a parchment manuscript measuring 
approximately 21.5 x 15 centimeters and containing xi + 109 folios. It 
                                                                                                                       
Structural and Comparative Light: Proceedings of the Conference of the International 
Society for Folk Narrative Research’s (ISFNR) Committee on Charms, Charmers and 
Charming. 27-29th October 2011, Moscow, ed. Tatyana A. Mikhailova, Jonathan Roper, 
Andrey L. Toporkov and Dmitry S. Nikolayev (Moscow: PROBEL-2000, 2011), 114.  
62 Gougaud, “La Prière,” 221; Gwara and Morse, “A Birth Girdle,” 35-37; Samuel A. J. 
Moorat, “632. Quiricus & Julitta,” in Catalogue of Western Manuscripts on Medicine and 
Science in the Wellcome Historical Medical Library, vol. 1 (London: The Wellcome Historical 
Medical Library, 1962), 492. 
63 E.g., in Jennifer Summit, Lost Property: The Woman Writer and English Literary History, 1380-
1589 (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2000), 136; Henry R. Woudhuysen, Sir Philip 
Sidney and the Circulation of Manuscripts, 1558-1640 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
207; Sarah Noonan, “Bodies of Parchment: Representing the Passion and Reading 
Manuscripts in Late Medieval England” (PhD diss., Washington University in St. Louis, 2010), 
accessed 4 April, 2014, 
<http://openscholarship.wustl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1261&context=etd>, 44, 45. 
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appears to be in its original binding: parchment on wooden boards sewn 
onto five leather thongs with raised bands on the spine. The binding is not 
damaged – aside from one missing thong on the front board – but the 
parchment covering is heavily stained. The covering both on the front 
and back boards is blind-tooled with two gilt single line fillet borders and 
an oval blind-stamped panel featuring a floral motif. Discolorations and 
holes in the front and back boards indicate that there must have been 
two strap fastenings at some point, which are now missing.  
 Bodley 850 is perhaps not as luxurious as some other late 
medieval prayer books, yet the manuscript was obviously produced with 
care. The size of the folios in Bodley 850 is consistent throughout the 
book. As all folios are ruled in ink, the size of the writing space is similar on 
each folio. The texts – those that were not added later on – appear in 
two columns and are written in a Textualis which is neat and quite 
regular. Judging by the consistency of the hand, but also by the uniform 
way in which the size of certain texts is somewhat reduced at various 
places, it is likely that Bodley 850 was produced by a single scribe. The 
brownish ink in which the texts are written is slightly rubbed and faded in 
places, but overall the book is in good condition. Although decorations 
are for the most part relatively simple, consisting of penwork and one- or 
two-line flourish initials in red, blue and gold, some texts feature 
historiated initials containing depictions of saints or biblical scenes which 
are in some cases also accompanied by elaborate and colorful border 
decorations. These more extravagant decorations often indicate the 
beginning of a new text or set of texts. 
 
5.4.2.2 DESCRIPTION OF CONTENTS AND TEXT EDITION 
 
Bodley 850 presents a traditional prayer book like many others produced 
in late medieval England. It contains texts that are commonly found in 
these books, such as the Hours of the Virgin, the Office of the Dead, 
prayers to various saints, angels and the trinity, penitential psalms and 
psalms of the passion. A liturgical calendar is featured on the flyleaves in 
the front of the book which were ruled especially to accommodate the 
calendar layout. The majority of texts – especially on the first eighty folios 
– are in Latin.  
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 What is striking, however, is that the last thirty or so folios in Bodley 
850 are decidedly different from the preceding folios. This difference 
pertains to the content of the texts, but also to the language in which 
they were written. The only English text in the first part of the book is a 
short rubricated introduction on fol. 9 to a Latin prayer discussing the 
instruments of the passion. Although the introduction is partly erased and 
crossed out and hence not completely legible, it appears to offer some 
kind of protection or guarantee to whomever beholds the ‘armes of oure 
lord’ – presumably the instruments of the passion mentioned in the text 
following the introduction – during mass. All other texts in the first part of 
Bodley 850 are in Latin and none of them give explicit instructions for 
tapping into the protective power of another text. Then, on fol. 83, the 
scribe suddenly switches to English with another rubricated text 
introducing Bede’s prayer of the seven last words of Christ. Like the 
rubricated English text on fol. 9, this text offers protection to those who 
devoutly say the following prayer every day. This introductory text is 
deleted as well. The scribe continues in English with another rubricated 
introduction – which like the others has been crossed out – and a 
number of prayers to Christ and Mary. The Heavenly Letter charm that 
will be discussed below can be found on fols 93-94. The letter proper 
consists of a list of divine names, and the introduction identifying the text 
as a Heavenly Letter charm is similar to the other introductory texts in 
Bodley 850 in the sense that it is rubricated, written in English, protective 
and struck out. The Heavenly Letter charm is followed by a number of 
Christian charms against fever and epilepsy written in Latin – among 
which another Heavenly Letter charm, this time in the form of an Epistola 
Salvatoris: a direct copy of the letter that according to legend was sent 
by Christ to Abgar – and the vernacular Fifteen Oes of Saint Bridget. The 
last folios in the book contain Latin texts. One of them is completely 
rubricated and offers indulgences to those who worship the image of 
Christ. This text too has been deleted. Bodley 850 closes with prayers to a 
number of saints, by which time the scribe has turned back to Latin. It 
appears to be the case, then, that the scribe decided to add a group of 
protective texts to the more conventional contents that can be found in 
the first part of the prayer book. Notably, none of the texts in the second 
part of the book are charms in and of themselves; it is the rubricated 
115 
 
introduction in the vernacular that specifies the protective function and 
the proposed use of the text each time. One of Bodley 850’s owners – 
probably as a result of changed notions about the finer distinctions 
between prayers and charms brought on by the Reformation – did not 
agree with these introductions turning traditional texts and prayers into 
charms and made an effort to erase them.     
The erased and crossed-out texts are just one result of the 
influence of later owners on Bodley 850; their influence also comes 
through in the form of pen trials and various notes and prayers on the 
flyleaves. The Sidney family – a prominent family during the Tudor reigns – 
was responsible for at least some of the additions; notes concerning 
births and deaths in the family were added to the calendar in the front 
of the book, for instance. The added texts on the flyleaves are written in 
multiple hands and date to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Their 
contents vary from notes on people who had paid a visit to a prayer to 
the angel Pantasseron and from religious admonitions to a recipe for 
curing kidney stones. Interestingly, the English introduction to the Latin 
charm which was added on the flyleaves at the end of the book is also 
deleted. The last flyleaf contains a single note dating from 21 March 1894 
which states that a badly damaged image of pity on that folio was 
taken out of the manuscript. By that time, Bodley 850 was already part of 
the collection of the Bodleian Library, as the note was signed E. W. B. N. – 
the initials of Edward Nicholson, who was the Bodleian Library’s librarian 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 
The Heavenly Letter charm in Bodley 850 can be found on fols 93-
94. A text edition of the charm is presented here. The text’s orthography, 
punctuation and capitalization have been retained. Abbreviations have 
been solved silently, and highlighting is not noted here.  
 
Allmygti god this lettyr sent to seynt leon the pope of rome. And he it 
wrote to kyng charles and seyde. he þat bereth this lettyr upon hym thar 
not drede hym of his enemy to be ouercom. ne he shall not be 
dampned ne of no fendis to be ouercom. ne with fir brent ne sodeynly 
takyn ne withoute shrifte dye. ne with no nede misfare. ne in batayll be 
ouercom. ne of lord ne lady take wrath withoute grete gilte. ne in fir be 
brent. of lygtnyng ne in water dreynt. And ley þis lettyr upon a seke man 
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of þe feuyr and he shall sone slake. And a woman that trauayleth a 
childe ley it on hir wombe and she shall sone be delyuered. + messyas + 
Sother + Emmanuel + Sabaoth + Adonay + Ego sum qui sum + via + 
manus + homo + Usyon + Osea + Panton + Craton + Uirgo + Uita + Spes + 
Caritas + Eon + Saluator + Serpes + Aries + leo + Uermis + Primus + 
Nouissimus + Rex + Pater + et filius + et spiritus sanctus + omnipotens et 
misericors + Creator + Eternus + Redemptor + Trinitas + Unitas + Iste 
nomina protegant me ab omni malo et defendant et gubernant + Alpha 
+ et omega + Elenus + ffons + Amnes + Eternus + Redemptor. 
 
 
© The Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, Bodley MS 850, fols. 93v-94r. 
 
5.4.2.3 THE CHARM IN CONTEXT 
 
Like the one in Harley T.11, the Heavenly Letter charm in Bodley 850 can 
be classified as a Prière de Charlemagne, as Emperor Charlemagne – 
though he is called King Charles in the charm64 – is identified as the 
                                                 
64 This is also witnessed in other Middle English Heavenly Letter charms, cf. Förster, “Kleinere 
mittelenglische Texte,” 218-19. 
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original recipient of the letter. In this case, it is not an angel but Pope Leo 
who serves as the intermediary between sender and recipient, which, as 
stated previously, is by no means uncommon in Heavenly Letter charms. 
The function of the Bodley 850 charm is, again, typical for Heavenly 
Letter charms: it is a multipurpose charm which offers protection against 
fire, sudden death, defeat in battle, lightning, water, fever, problems 
during childbirth and enemies in general. This particular charm also aims 
to prevent social injustice, so that its user should not suffer ‘wrath 
withoute grete gilte’. The fact that the letter – i.e., the charm proper – 
purportedly states that it needs to be worn on the body in order to be 
effective makes the Bodley 850 charm amuletic.   
 In the case of Bodley 850, the charm proper is not based on a 
holy measurement or an illustration of one; it rather consists of a list of 
divine names and phrases in Latin, Greek and Hebrew. These lists were 
quite common in all kinds of medieval charms. As can be seen in similar 
lists, the names and phrases in the Bodley 850 list are separated by 
crosses. It is possible that these crosses indicated that the user of the 
charm had to make the sign of the cross, which would have increased 
the ritualistic nature and consequently the perceived efficacy of the 
charm. The power or efficacy of these lists further lay in their 
mysteriousness: some of the names and phrases in these lists would have 
been familiar, but others less so.65 It should be noted that there is some 
degree of overlap between the different lists, but there were certainly 
differences between lists in the names they included and the order in 
which they included these names. A list of divine names as part of an 
English Heavenly Letter charm in the sixteenth-century medical 
miscellany Oxford, Bodleian Library, Additional B. 1, for instance, starts 
out almost identical to the one in Bodley 850, but continues to include 
about fifty names and phrases.     
As mentioned in the previous section, the running text preceding 
the lists of divine names and phrases – i.e., the introduction to the charm 
proper – has been crossed out by a later owner of Bodley 850, who 
probably deemed these kinds of text inappropriate for a prayer book. It 
is interesting to think that it is indeed not the list of divine names but the 
                                                 
65 Skemer, Binding Words, 110-15. 
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introduction that must have stood out in a negative way to this later 
owner; the introduction interfered with their religious preconceptions. Its 
absence would restore the acceptability of the entire text that was 
previously perceived as a charm by virtue of this same introduction. The 
fact that the words ‘pope’ and ‘rome’ were deleted especially 
thoroughly in this charm, as were later references to Pope Gregory and 
the Holy Virgin, for instance, indicates that these adaptations were in all 
likelihood instigated by the break from Catholicism that was the 
underpinning of the Anglican Reformation. This kind of personal 
censorship by an owner of a book was not uncommon in late medieval 
prayer books like Bodley 850; it can also be encountered in various early 
print prayer books.  
The unity of Bodley 850’s contents is not as straightforward as in 
Harley T.11. The book started out as an inconspicuous pre-Reformation 
prayer book for private use. The original contents as well as the later 
additions – the notes and charms on the flyleaves – fit this mold; the 
protective texts would not have been considered out of place as they 
were all based on Christian motifs and positioned on the fine line 
between prayer and charm. Bodley 850, then, could be classified as a 
devotional unit as opposed to the protective unit that is Harley T.11. 
However, the deleting of the texts once again becomes significant here, 
because one of the later owners of the book clearly disagreed with the 
unity of the contents of Bodley 850. He demonstrated this by attempting 
to erase the introductions that hinted at the protective or charm-like 
nature of the texts which he believed to be inappropriate or not in line 
with the rest of the contents. This implies that the contents of Bodley 850 – 
the religious texts as well as the charms – were probably considered a 
thematic unity by the scribe who copied the texts together, but not so 
much by a subsequent owner or subsequent owners of the book.   
  
5.5 SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSION 
 
The case study presented above paints a picture of two medieval 
charms that are analogous but were nevertheless perceived and used in 
different ways. Both charms are Prières de Charlemagne, both are 
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multifunctional, and both are amuletic, implying that in terms of function 
and source of efficacy the two charms are indeed quite similar. It is their 
respective contexts that make them differ from each other. The general 
remarks concerning the differences between medieval books and rolls 
as carriers of charms made in the first part of this paper are revisited here 
in light of the case study presented in the second part of the paper.  
The unified nature of rolls is borne out by the case study. The 
Harley roll demonstrates how text and illustration can run together very 
easily in a roll: the spacing of the text and the size of the illustration 
accommodate each other. Furthermore, the thematic and functional 
unity of the contents of Harley T.11 is evident: nothing has been added or 
deleted after the production of the roll, and the elements in the roll share 
the explicit purpose of protecting the user of the roll against various 
problems and dangers. In order to achieve this, the user has to wear the 
roll on his or her body, as indicated by multiple texts in the roll itself.  
The same functional unity is not witnessed in Bodley 850, at least 
not to the same extent. Although the book presents a thematic unity – 
the texts are all religious in nature –, the different texts in Bodley 850 do 
not necessarily have the same purpose. This uncertainty concerning the 
functional unity of the texts in the book is asserted by the crossed-out 
introductions which specify the protective qualities of the texts they 
precede. Of course, these introductions were at one point considered 
compatible with the other texts in the book, as they were copied side by 
side by the scribe who compiled Bodley 850, but a later owner of the 
book obviously had qualms about their Catholic, that is: charm-like, 
properties, which they might have perceived as superstitious and 
therefore heretical. It is tempting to think that it was perhaps the 
amuletic nature of the charms specified in the introductions that made 
the owner of Bodley 850 strike out these introductions. From a practical 
perspective, Bodley 850 is just as portable as Harley T.11 and therefore 
also a candidate as a carrier of amulets. However, even though the 
Heavenly Letter in Bodley 850 is amuletic, just like the one in Harley T.11, 
Bodley 850’s main function was never the protection of its user by means 
of being carried on the body: unlike Harley T.11, Bodley 850 does not 
constitute a protective amuletic unit. This must have caused the 
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introductions to stand out and consequently be deleted: they were no 
longer perceived as part of the thematic unity. 
 Based on the case study of two Heavenly Letter charms 
presented here, the essential difference between medieval books and 
rolls as carriers of charms appears to lie in the kind of unity they 
constitute. A roll like Harley T.11 was likely used integrally as a physical 
protective device, making it the epitome of a functional unity: the whole 
of its contents combined with the physical writing surface of the roll itself 
is what defines the use of the roll. A book like Bodley 850 certainly makes 
up a thematic unity, but the functional combination of contents and 
materiality is not as strongly present. Instead, these books seem to have 
functioned as storehouses of information in a less physical sense. The 
texts, including the charms, in Bodley 850 could be consulted separately, 
even if the thematic relation between the texts is undeniable. This would 
explain why added and deleted texts are more commonly found in 
books than on rolls. It also explains why, generally speaking, rolls like 
Harley T.11 were more utilitarian than books like Bodley 850, even though 
there is a certain degree of overlap between the texts they feature. The 
intensity of the usage of rolls, especially amulet rolls that were worn on 
the body like Harley T.11, could be one of the reasons why relatively few 
medieval rolls survive. Ultimately, it was not the carrier that selected the 
charm, nor was it the charm that selected the carrier. It was an 
individual’s purpose that determined whether and how a charm was to 
become part of the contents of a particular material carrier.
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6  
A DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS OF A FIFTEENTH-
CENTURY PRAYER BOOK CONTAINING 
CHARMS 
 
Adapted version of “A Descriptive Analysis of Nijmegen, 
Universiteitsbibliotheek, HS 194, a Late Medieval English Manuscript at 
Nijmegen University Library.” English Studies 92.1 (2011): 20-38 (with László 
S. Chardonnens). 
 
UBN 194, a late medieval manuscript in the collection of Nijmegen 
University Library, is relatively unknown to scholars of Middle English. The 
manuscript, a small and rather soberly decorated prayer book, contains 
a range of devotional material in English and in Latin, in some cases 
uniquely attested and hitherto unknown. An added attraction to UBN 
194 is the detailed record of post-medieval ownership notes, entered into 
the manuscript by several generations of a single family of owners. These 
family records enable the present-day user to trace the whereabouts of 
the manuscript from the mid-sixteenth century until the end of the 
nineteenth century. The manuscript is a composite whose contents are 
divided across eleven booklets. Analysis of the manuscript’s layout, script 
and decoration, as well as indications from the book’s contents, point 
towards a fifteenth-century English origin. The majority of booklets that 
make up UBN 194 do not seem to be designed to accompany each 
other; the manuscript as a whole probably came into existence in the 
hands of the first identifiable sixteenth-century owners. We analyse the 
construction, script, decoration, date, provenance, ownership and 
contents of UBN 194, in order to come to a better understanding of the 
composition and history of the manuscript. 
122 
 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
Nijmegen, University Library, UBN 194 is a fifteenth-century composite 
miscellany in English and Latin, consisting of meditations, prayers and 
devotional texts in verse and prose. UBN 194 has recently been included 
in the New Index of Middle English Verse as a result of Connolly’s 
publication of several pieces of unrecorded verse from the manuscript.1 
Despite Connolly’s work and Jolliffe’s passing reference to the 
manuscript in his Middle English Writings of Spiritual Guidance, UBN 194 
remains largely unknown to scholars of Middle English.2 Bunt’s edition of 
two recipes from the fly leaves and Huisman’s descriptive catalogue of 
manuscripts from the Nijmegen University Library have likewise failed to 
draw attention to the manuscript.3 This lack of attention is undeserved 
because UBN 194 contains an interesting range of some twenty-seven 
devotional items in English and Latin. Some of the English texts in the 
manuscript are rarely or uniquely attested, including not only those 
published by Connolly, but also a protective charm, certain directions for 
prayer, and a prayer to the nine orders of angels. A further point of 
interest is an almost uninterrupted record of ownership from the mid-
sixteenth to the late nineteenth century, giving the manuscript a second 
                                                 
1 Julia Boffey and Anthony S. G. Edwards, eds., A New Index of Middle English Verse 
(London: The British Library, 2005), 54, 115 [785.55, 790.5, 1703]; Margaret Connolly, “Some 
Unrecorded Middle English Verse in a Nijmegen Manuscript,” Notes and Queries 46 (1999): 
442-4. See also Margaret Connolly, “A Prayer to the Guardian Angel and Wynkyn de 
Worde’s 1506 Edition of Contemplations of the Dread and Love of God,” Manuscripta 45-6 
(2001-2): 14-17. 
2 Peter S. Jolliffe, ed., A Check-List of Middle English Writings of Spiritual Guidance. Subsidia 
Mediaevalia 2 (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1974), 129 [M.15]. 
3 Gerrit Bunt, “Two Recipes from a Nijmegen Manuscript,” in Historical & Editorial Studies in 
Medieval & Early Modern English for Johan Gerritsen, ed. Mary-Jo Arn, Hanneke Wirtjens 
and Hans Jansen (Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff, 1985), 139-446; Gerda C. Huisman, 
Catalogus van de middeleeuwse handschriften in de Universiteitsbibliotheek Nijmegen. 
Miscellanea Neerlandica 14 (Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 107-19. The only descriptions of UBN 
194 prior to Huisman’s are the rudimentary account in Angelika M. Bisseling, ed., Illuminated 
Manuscripts in Dutch Collections. Preliminary Precursor. Vols. 2-3 (The Hague: Koninklijke 
Bibliotheek, 1989-93), 56, and the unpublished report on the restoration of UBN 194 in Sister 
Lucie Gimbrère, OSB, “Rapport over handschrift 194 van de Bibliotheek der Katholieke 
Universiteit te Nijmegen,” January 1974. 
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life as a family record book. Its whereabouts can thus be traced for 
several centuries, which provides researchers with insight into the 
treatment of a medieval manuscript by private owners in the post-
medieval period. Inspection of UBN 194 revealed that the description in 
the catalogue of Nijmegen manuscripts is in need of improvement and 
that many texts in the vernacular are as yet unpublished. We remedy 
these shortcomings by offering a descriptive analysis of UBN 194. A 
subsequent article will present a detailed overview of the contents, with 
transcriptions of some of the more unfamiliar items in Middle English. 
 
6.2 PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION OF THE MANUSCRIPT 
 
UBN 194 is a parchment manuscript (c. 123 x 85 mm) of ii + 196 leaves, 
and pastedown leaves at beginning and end. The 196 leaves that make 
up the file are foliated 1-196 in a twentieth-century hand.4 The front 
pastedown and fly leaves (bifolium i-ii) are not foliated and contain two 
medical recipes against deafness and some scribbles. In his edition of 
the recipes, Bunt observed that these leaves are “a later, originally 
unconnected, addition” to the rest of the manuscript, written on 
parchment of a different size in a “Tudor secretary, but with a marked 
admixture of anglicana letter forms” dated to the first half of the 
sixteenth century.5 Folio iir bears the name Robert Darcye, in a hand 
contemporary with, but different from, that of the recipes. The end 
pastedown is the last leaf of the final quire. Both the end pastedown and 
the largish stub preceding (fol. 196) contain scribbles in a sixteenth-
century hand probably identical to that of the person who wrote the 
down name of Robert Darcye. The note on the end pastedown mentions 
a price payde for helynge, which may refer to the recipe at the front. If 
                                                 
4 We use the terminology for composite manuscripts proposed by Johan P. Gumbert, in 
whose words a file is “a number of codicological units… of which it can be seen that at 
some moment they constituted a combination available for use” (“Codicological Units: 
Towards a Terminology for the Stratigraphy of the Non-Homogeneous Codex,” Segno e 
Testo 2 [2004]: 34). 
5 Bunt, “Two Recipes,” 140. 
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so, the front flyleaves have been connected with the (last part of the) 
manuscript already since the first half of the sixteenth century. 
 The correlations between text boundaries, blank quire endings 
and variety in script and decoration indicate that the present-day file of 
UBN 194 consists of eleven codicological units (hereafter units), 
distributed over twenty-five quires.6 The file, therefore, is non-
homogeneous, i.e., not “produced in a single process” but a product of 
piecemeal growth by the collection of “originally separate pieces”.7 The 
quire endings of these units, usually last versos, were often left blank at 
the time of composition because the text had ended and a new one 
was not started. This would seem to indicate that the many scribes 
working on the different units did so largely independently: they did not 
adjust their activities to the space available in units other than the one 
they were working on. The blank spaces were subsequently used for 
ownership notes from the mid-sixteenth century onwards. 
 The existence of many independent units makes the file a 
composite, yet its composite nature may have come into existence 
within a century after the production of the oldest unit in view of the 
thematic unity of the texts, the binder’s quire signatures, the catchwords, 
and the somewhat later ownership notes throughout the file. In other 
words, between the composition of the individual units in the fifteenth 
century and the first ownership notes in the 1550s, the units will probably 
have been brought together, though not necessarily in the present 
order. 
 The order and completeness of the present-day file is open to 
discussion upon analysis of the quire signatures, of which there are two 
layers. The first, a combined system of quire and leaf signatures in units 1 
and 4, determines the order within and between the quires, and was 
probably used to keep the quires, and the folios within them, together 
within the respective units, which may, therefore, have functioned as 
                                                 
6 See appendix. The numbers of units discerned by Bisseling, Illuminated Manuscripts, 56, 
Huisman, Catalogus, 109, and Connolly, “Unrecorded Verse,” 442, and “Prayer,” 5, are 
deficient. 
7 Gumbert, “Codicological Units,” 18. 
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booklets.8 The other sequence fixes the order between the quires only 
and may have been applied by a binder to consolidate the order of the 
units when a version of the file was bound for the first time. For instance, 
unit 4 consists of six quires (8-13), marked I-o to indicate their place within 
the file. An earlier set of signatures is visible in quires 9, 10 and 12, marked 
b, c and e, respectively. This would seem to suggest that unit 4 was 
produced wholly independently of what later came to constitute the file. 
In the present-day file, both sets of quire signatures are incomplete, and 
some quires and units lack signatures altogether. 
 On the basis of the signatures and the evidence presented by the 
handwriting, decoration and contents of the units (on which, see below), 
the following can be observed.9 Two quires are lacking between quires 4 
and 6 (marked d and g; quire 5 is unmarked and forms a separate unit), 
and one quire is lacking after quire 13 (marked o). Units 5 and 7 (quires 
14 and 17-18, unmarked) are unconnected with their surroundings in their 
present context but are written by the same scribe and decorated 
identically, and should probably follow each other. Unit 6 (quires 15-16, 
unmarked) is closest to unit 4 (quires 8-13, marked I-o) in handwriting and 
decoration, including the use of cadels. Unit 6 should probably follow 
unit 4 despite the fact that the signatures offer a window for only one 
quire between those marked o and q (i.e., quires 13 and 20). Unit 8 (quire 
19, marked x) should have followed unit 10 (quires 23-24, marked t-v), but 
since units 10 and 11 (quire 25, marked y) are laid out in the same 
fashion, distinct from that of unit 8, it is strange that unit 8 would have to 
be placed between units 10 and 11. Clearly, the order of the present-
day file is not the one intended by whoever made the second set of 
quire signatures. 
 In addition to quire signatures, there are two layers of catchwords 
at some of the quire boundaries. The first is contemporary and fixed the 
order of the quires within a unit. The second is somewhat later, possibly 
                                                 
8 Codicological units are self-contained and therefore capable of an independent 
existence as booklets in the sense defined by Pamela R. Robinson in “The ‘Booklet’: A Self-
Contained Unit in Composite Manuscripts,” in Codicologica, vol. 3, ed. Albert Gruijs and 
Johan P. Gumbert (Leiden: Brill, 1980), 46-69, and in “Self-Contained Units in Composite 
Manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon Period,” Anglo-Saxon England 7 (1978): 231-8. 
9 See also the appendix. 
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sixteenth-century, and fixed the order between some of the units. One of 
these later catchwords seems to indicate that the more incongruous 
elements in the order of the present-day file already existed in the 
sixteenth century. The sequence of units 5-7 is a case in point. Unit 6 
(Abbreviated Psalter of St. Jerome), by a different scribe and limner, 
intervenes between units 5 (Fifteen Os of St. Bridget) and 7 (Psalms of the 
Passion), both by the same scribe and limner. It would be more logical to 
have kept units 5 and 7 together, and to have unit 6 follow 7 (a textual 
order frequently observed in devotional manuscripts contemporary with 
UBN 194), or follow unit 4 in view of similarities in handwriting and 
decoration. Nevertheless, a sixteenth-century note functioning as a 
catchword at the end of unit 6 reads de passione (fol. 129v), which 
indicates that someone thought that the Psalms of the Passion (unit 7) 
should follow the Abbreviated Psalter of St. Jerome (unit 6), thus 
deliberately breaking the connection between units 5 and 7. 
Significantly, units 5-7 have no quire signatures, suggesting that an earlier 
stage of the file may not have contained these units. Further research of 
UBN 194 is required to establish the precise relationship between the units 
in their present order and the composition of the file in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, but the evidence so far seems to suggest 
independent production of most of the individual units. The different 
methods of production, e.g., quality of parchment, handwriting, 
decoration, ruling, quire signatures, betray production in several circles. 
 The text block of the file measures c. 123 x 85 mm and has been 
trimmed to almost uniform size. Irregularities occur mainly in quire 16 (c. 
119 x 82 mm) due to parchment of inferior quality. Written space, 
prickings, ruling and number of lines vary, depending upon the scribe, 
quire and unit in question. The written space varies between c. 70-87 x 
43-60 mm. Prickings can be observed on the outer edges of the 
parchment, but have sometimes been trimmed off. Pricking was applied 
to folded quires. Ruling, in long lines, is executed in reddish and brownish 
ink, or pencil, on both recto and verso. The ruled space is delimited by 
single through lines, i.e., running from edge to edge of the folio. 
Horizontal rules meant for writing do not commonly extend beyond the 
vertical ruling lines into the fold and the outer margin, except for the top 
and bottom rules at times; this creates double through lines at the top or 
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bottom of the ruled space. Some scribes rule all horizontal lines into the 
outer margin on rectos, e.g., in unit 8. The written space does not always 
limit itself to the ruled space, particularly in unit 10, where the writing 
extends beyond the vertical bounding lines on the right-hand side, 
mainly on rectos.10 The final unit (quire 25, marked y) consists of a quire of 
endpapers prepared for writing by having ruled space up to folio 194r in 
the same style as unit 10. For some reason, the space available was not 
employed for writing except for later ownership notes, but then it may 
have been intended for just such occasions. 
 The pricking and ruling patterns of UBN 194 described so far are 
regular for a fifteenth-century manuscript,11 but variation in the number 
of lines within individual quires is sometimes observed, together with a 
skewed correlation between pricking and ruling. The number of ruled 
lines per page in the file varies from ten to eighteen, but is not always 
stable within a single quire, notably in quires 11, 16, and 19-24. This gives 
the impression that, in these quires at least, ruling was not prefabricated 
but made to fit the demands of the scribe and his copy text during the 
writing process. An alternative hypothesis is that some quires are 
composed of assorted bifolia pre-ruled with differing numbers of lines. 
This does not seem to have been the case, however, because 
sometimes the halves of a bifolium do not have matching numbers of 
lines. For instance, the bifolium 141 ^ 148 in quire 19 is ruled for thirteen 
and fifteen lines (fols. 141r ^ 148v), and fifteen and sixteen lines (fols. 141v 
^ 148r), which would suggest that the bifolium was not ruled before 
being folded: the ruling will have been customized during the writing 
process. The other conclusion to be drawn from the composition of quire 
19 is that ruling did not take place across folia after the quire was folded, 
otherwise one would not have fifteen lines on a verso and sixteen lines 
on the recto next to it, as is the case for folios 141v + 142r. In short, while it 
is likely and indeed expected that entire quires were ruled after folding 
                                                 
10 On folios 173-5, the verse text extends the ruled space on both recto and verso to fit 
entire lines of verse, but this practice is abandoned on folio 175v. The text extends so much 
into the outer margins that the effects of trimming are clearly visible. 
11 See Albert Derolez, The Palaeography of Gothic Manuscript Books from the Twelfth to the 
Early Sixteenth Century. Cambridge Studies in Palaeography and Codicology 9 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 34-9. 
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and pricking but before the writing process, some of the quires with a 
variable number of lines were probably ruled during the writing process. 
This has consequences for the correlation between ruling and pricking 
patterns, since quires were pricked in their entirety prior to ruling. A quire 
pricked for sixteen lines with some folios ruled for seventeen lines (fols. 
85v, 86r) reveals that pricking and ruling were two relatively independent 
processes in some of the units of UBN 194. These irregularities may be 
occasioned by considerations of text and space, but to a certain 
degree probably also by the proficiency of the scribe. For instance, the 
scribe that opens unit 9 (quires 20-2) is the most irregular. He starts out in a 
large Textualis on ten lines to a page (fol. 150r), then realises halfway 
through the quire he will not be able to finish his text and rules folio 154v 
for thirteen lines with a corresponding decrease in letter size, only to finish 
his text on the third line of folio 155r. He rules for fourteen lines on folio 
155r, starts a new text on the same page, reverts to thirteen lines on folio 
155v, and alternates haphazardly between thirteen and fourteen lines 
for the remainder of his text. Most of the other scribes, however, are less 
erratic, even if they sometimes adjust the ruling pattern to fit their needs. 
 
6.3 SCRIPT 
 
The units of UBN 194 are written in Textualis, Cursiva, and, for lack of a 
better term, a loopless Cursiva, i.e., a non-continental Cursiva that lacks 
the loops that partly characterise Cursiva scripts.12 Analysis yields fifteen 
scribes, some of whom may be identical to others in the same 
manuscript, but whose handwriting may have been influenced by the 
                                                 
12 We have relied on Derolez’ description of the Northern Textualis, the Cursiva Antiquior 
and the Cursiva Recentior (The Palaeography, 72-101, 123-62). Jane Roberts’ description of 
Textualis, Anglicana and Secretary has served as a point of reference (Guide to Scripts 
used in English Writings up to 1500 [London: The British Library, 2005], 140-254). It would seem 
easier to have used Roberts’ application of Brown’s system of scripts since it continues a 
tradition of paleography tailored for English manuscripts, but the detailed discussion of 
scripts by Derolez made the latter’s expanded Lieftinck system more practicable. The 
loopless Cursiva in UBN 194, moreover, is not represented by Roberts. 
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copy text or breaks in the copying process.13 The three scribes of unit 1 
wrote a Textualis Formata, compared to which the scribe of units 5 and 7 
wrote a slightly lower grade Formata, and the scribes of units 2-4 and 6 a 
Textualis Libraria. Unit 9 opens with a scribe attempting a somewhat 
irregular and large Textualis on ten lines to a page (fol. 150r), but the 
length of his copy text forced him to switch to a more compact Textualis 
(fol. 154r) that progressively decreases in grade (fol. 156r). This scribe’s 
stint would seem to end on folio 165r. From the level of execution, it 
appears that the scribe was unaccustomed to writing Textualis and was 
probably more used to Cursiva. If this is the case, the transition from 
Textualis to a mostly loopless Cursiva on folio 165v may signal the scribe’s 
return to his usual script rather than a change of scribes, since folios 165v-
72r of unit 9 are in a rather rounded and mostly loopless, regular Cursiva, 
to end in a Textualis with an admixture of Cursiva letter forms (fol. 172v). 
Unit 8 opens with a loopless Cursiva with a varying degree of Textualis 
features (scribe I), moves into a regular Cursiva (scribe K), then into a 
mostly loopless Cursiva that changes into a Textualis (scribe L). The last 
text in unit 8 (fol. 148v) is a guest text in a low grade Textualis (scribe M). 
Unit 10 features another loopless Cursiva. The file of UBN 194 is arranged 
in such a way that the first seven units are executed wholly in Textualis, 
and the units following mostly in Cursiva. The rationale behind it would 
seem to be aesthetics: units that are more aesthetically decorated and 
contain more valued scripts gradually make way for simpler patterns of 
decoration and less ornate scripts. 
 Texts in Cursiva scripts, except for the text by scribe K, are 
somewhat rounded and mostly loopless, with a varying but usually quite 
pronounced presence of letter forms often encountered in Textualis, e.g., 
occasional mixing of single-compartment and box a, the construction of 
m and n in multiple strokes and/or with feet at the baseline, and the 
occasional Textualis treatment of ascenders and f and straight s. The 
looplessness may give the impression that these are not Cursiva scripts at 
all but a form of Hybrida, for instance, Hybrida, Semihybrida, or even 
                                                 
13 See appendix. Scribe H may be identical to F, L to K, and O to N, but we have not 
equated them because of aspectual differences in script, letter forms, ductus and shading. 
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Hybrida Anglicana.14 Yet the Cursiva scripts in the file of UBN 194 are not 
Anglicana (Cursiva Antiquior) but Cursiva Recentior, although Anglicana 
letter forms can sometimes be observed, such as the long approach 
stroke of v and the two-stroke x. Typical for Recentior letter forms are 
loopless Uncial d with a lengthened and convex shaft; horned and 
unhorned Cursiva g, p with a leftward stroke at the baseline, straight q, 
lengthening of the shaft of t above the headline, open v and w, one-
stroke x, and undotted y. A Hybrida Anglicana can therefore be ruled 
out. 
 Other forms of loopless Cursiva, such as continental Hybrida and 
Semihybrida, must also be ruled out since such scripts were not often 
used in England and there are no indications that support a continental 
origin for any of the units.15 The vernacular texts are in idiomatic late 
medieval English, which would require scribes on a native speaker level 
or very careful copyists. In theory, these scribes or copyists could be 
English but trained on the continent, or continental and proficient in 
English. In either case, however, continental scribal practice would 
influence letter formation and the use of ligatures and abbreviations, 
and precisely these practices betray strong English influence in UBN 194, 
also in the Latin texts, e.g., the presence of otiose strokes, double f, 
usually for majuscule, tall v, English w, double-crossed Tironian et, English 
per abbreviations (with dots), use of þ (thorn), also in abbreviations of 
þat and þe, use of 3 (yogh), and t over w to signal with abbreviations.16 
                                                 
14 Huisman characterized the Cursiva scripts as “hybrida, of een mengvorm van E/T of T/C 
schrift” (‘Hybrida, or a mixture of E/T or T/C script’ [Catalogus, 107]). Admittedly, Gumbert’s 
Carthusian script system may be of use in the discussion of the scripts in the file of UBN 194, 
but it would obscure the uncertainties surrounding the correlation between script and origin 
of the file. 
15 We eschew the terms Hybrida and Semihybrida for the loopless Cursiva scripts in the file 
of UBN 194 in accordance with Derolez’ discussion of the restricted geographical spread of 
Hybrida scripts (The Palaeography, 130-2, 163-75, 181-2). Inspection of the Catalogue of 
Dated and Datable Manuscripts from several English libraries reveals that the loopless 
Cursiva scripts of UBN 194 are not unattested in English manuscripts, particularly in the later 
fifteenth century and the beginning of the sixteenth. 
16 A continental scribe could conceivably copy texts from an English exemplar and carry 
over the English features in the script, which is not entirely unlikely in view of the French and 
Netherlandish mass production of devotional books for the English market in the fifteenth 
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The texts in Textualis have English features as well: i longa for the first 
person singular pronoun I, double f, tall v, English w, crossed x, double-
crossed Tironian et, sc ligatures, and English per abbreviations, among 
others. Such English features in Cursiva and Textualis would indicate 
considerable influence of English scribal practice and the most logical 
conclusion to be drawn is that the file of UBN 194 is an English production. 
In other words, the Cursiva used in the file is neither Antiquior (Anglicana) 
nor continental Hybrida or Semihybrida, but an essentially loopless variety 
of Cursiva, sometimes with a marked presence of Textualis features. This is 
not to say that the looplessness in the handwriting of some of the scribes 
may not in some way be the result of either Textualis or continental 
Hybrida influence. 
 
6.4 DECORATION 
 
The account of the decoration of the file of UBN 194 in the series 
Illuminated Manuscripts in Dutch Collections is unduly concise.17 
Although the manuscript is only soberly decorated, the patterns that are 
present show remarkable diversity on account of the division of the file 
into eleven independently produced units. Almost every unit has its own 
decorative pattern, designed to mark intertextual boundaries by the use 
of decorated or flourishwork borders and initials, minuscule rubrics and 
line fillers, and intratextual divisions by the use of a hierarchical system of 
dentelle, flourish or wash initials, rubrics, highlighted capitals, line fillers 
and paraphs.18 
 Unit 1, consisting of three texts, is the most embellished unit in the 
file. Text openings on folios 1r, 13r and 27r are marked by rubrics in 
minuscule and three- and four-line foliate initials of gold on a red and 
blue background and shading in white, in English style.19 The initials 
                                                                                                                       
century. Postulating a continental origin, however, requires further research and would 
certainly not apply to all units in the file. 
17 Bisseling, Illuminated Manuscripts, 56. 
18 Facsimiles of folios 1r, 41r, 105r, 150r, 179r are in Huisman, Catalogus, 108, 110, 113, 116, 
118, respectively. 
19 Bisseling, Illuminated Manuscripts, 56; Huisman, Catalogus, 107. 
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connect to a bar frame of gold, red and blue along the left margin, from 
which feathering spraywork emerges in the upper and lower margin and 
to the left of the bar. The black penwork feathering is undulating rather 
than curly and ends in rounded, void finials. The only motifs in the 
spraywork are gold balls with one lobe and, at the end of the sprays, 
gold spiky pine cones with a penwork flourish. These features support a 
date of production in the mid-fifteenth century, not much later in view of 
the bar, the rather rigid spraywork and the void finials, but not much 
earlier either in view of the spiky cones and the single-lobed gold balls.20 
Minor text divisions in unit 1 are marked by line fillers in gold and blue, 
and one-line flourish initials, alternating a gold letter on black flourishwork 
with a blue letter on red flourishwork. Two-line dentelle initials of gold on 
a red and blue background with white shading mark major text divisions, 
such as the start of a new prayer (fols. 11r, 11v, 18v, 26r, 29v). At other 
points, prayers and small text division are introduced by rubrics and red 
capitals. Unit 2 has two-line wash initials in red, rubrics, red capitals and 
highlighted capitals. Units 3-4 and 6 have one- to four-line wash initials in 
red, rubrics, red capitals, highlighted capitals and red paraphs, 
depending upon scribe and text.21 Units 5 and 7 open with rubrics and 
three-line flourish initials in red and blue, in English zipper style;22 two-line 
flourish initials in red and blue to mark major text divisions (e.g., each of 
the Fifteen Os of St. Bridget in unit 5); one-line wash initials alternating red 
and blue, rubrics and highlighted capitals to mark smaller divisions. Unit 8 
has one- to three-line highlighted cadel letters at the start of each new 
text, and highlighted capitals to mark text divisions. Units 9 and 10 have 
one- to three-line wash initials alternating between red and blue, rubrics, 
highlighted capitals, and line fillers in red. On the basis of the split stem of 
an initial U on folio 165r, unit 9 can be dated to the later fifteenth 
                                                 
20 See Kathleen L. Scott, Dated & Datable English Manuscript Borders c. 1395-1499 (London: 
The British Library, 2002), 8-9, 11-12.  
21 Folio 114v in unit 6 has a square space of seven lines in height on the left-hand side of the 
ruled space, but this cannot have been reserved for an initial since a two-line wash initial is 
placed at the beginning of the text. It is possible that this space was reserved for an 
illumination, despite the sober decorative scheme and the grade of the script in unit 6. 
22 Bisseling, Illuminated Manuscripts, 56; Huisman, Catalogus, 107. 
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century.23 The scribes of units 4, 6 and 9 use the upper or lower margins 
for cadels. 
 
6.5 DATE AND PROVENANCE 
 
UBN 194 is a fifteenth-century production.24 A reference to King Henry V 
(1413-22) in the rubric of a prayer to the Sacrament on folios 84r-5r 
provides a terminus post quem of 1413 for unit 4, if not for the file in its 
entirety.25 The style of the border decorations on folios 1r, 13r and 27r 
would date unit 1 to the mid-fifteenth century.26 The presence of 
signatures from the first quire onwards would seem to suggest that the 
earliest available opportunity at which the units were collected is at least 
contemporary with the completion of unit 1, though this should not be 
taken to mean that all units were present or in place at this stage. 
 The production of the manuscript should probably be sited in 
England, due to the large number of items in English, the prayer of King 
Henry V, the English features in the script, the border decorations in unit 1, 
and the flourish initials in English style in units 5 and 7. Subsequent layers 
of English ownership notes testify to an English provenance in the period 
1550-1897, as do the scribbles on the flyleaves and pastedowns. Analysis 
of the language has not yielded a concrete place of origin except for 
indications that several of the English texts are from the Southwest 
Midlands area, possibly the Worcestershire region.27 The earliest piece of 
evidence of a specific locale is a sixteenth-century ownership note on 
folio 113v, which reads: Hanleigh 1550 rychard lechmere his booke +, 
                                                 
23 See Scott, Manuscript Borders, 93. 
24 Huisman, Catalogus, 107. 
25 Oracio regis henrici quinti qua dicitur de die in diem cum magna deuocione 7 
lamentacione dominicis diebus (fol. 84r). 
26 See above. 
27 Six out of ten texts from several units can be correlated to linguistic profiles from 
Worcestershire in Angus McIntosh, Michael L. Samuels and Michael Benskin, eds. A Linguistic 
Atlas of Late Mediaeval English. 4 vols. (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1986). On the 
whole, the ten texts display a South Midlands origin. The analysis did not differentiate 
between scribal and authorial features, but archaic inflections and Northern influence 
have been noted on various occasions. 
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identifying the owner as Richard Lechmere (d. 1568) of Lechmere’s 
Place (now Severn End) in Hanley Castle, Worcestershire, some thirteen 
kilometres south of Worcester.28 
 
6.6 OWNERSHIP 
 
A prayer on folios 154v-5r, in unit 9, is formulated in the name of a certain 
Margaret, for whose benefit this unit may have been composed.29 Other 
votive formulas in the manuscript are anonymous, as is indeed more 
usual, so it is not necessarily the case that other units in the file were 
composed on behalf of this Margaret. The existence of a customized 
formula is quite remarkable for a manuscript of such unassuming aspect: 
UBN 194 cannot compare to contemporary, lavishly decorated, 
professionally produced and skillfully written Books of Hours, Psalters or 
prayer books, yet the same prayer on folio 288r of the contemporary 
deluxe Burnet Psalter has an anonymous votive formula. The reference to 
Margaret occurs in unit 9, started by the scribe whose unsuccessful 
attempt at a Textualis Formata rapidly progresses into a Libraria with an 
increasing display of Cursiva letter forms. This scribe may not have been 
a professional and may have known the person for whom he copied the 
prayer, which may explain why the votive formula is customized. 
Alternatively, the scribe copied the formula from his exemplar, in which 
case unit 9 may not have been destined for a Margaret at all. 
 There are no traces of ownership between the putative Margaret, 
in the fifteenth century, and the mid-sixteenth century, when the 
manuscript was in the hands of the Lechmere family from Hanley Castle. 
No links seem to exist between the Robert Darcye of folio iir and the 
                                                 
28 Evelyn P. Shirley, Hanley and the House of Lechmere (London: Pickering, 1883), 13; William 
Page, gen. ed., The Victoria History of the County of Worcester (Folkestone, London: 
Dawsons, 1971), vol. 4, 97-8. 
29 Omnipotens sempiterne deus et misericors clemenciam tuam suppliciter deprecor ut me 
famulam tuam Margaretam tibi fideliter seruire concedas 7 perseueranciam bonam 7 
felicem consummacionem michi largiter. digneris hoc psalterium quod in honore tuo 
cantum cupio ad salutem anime mee proficiat sempiternam. Amen (fols. 154v-5r). The 
name is not on folio 154r, as Huisman (Catalogus, 107) noted. 
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Lechmeres whose notes appear throughout the file of UBN 194.30 
Darcye’s name on folio iir in a sixteenth-century hand and the 
contemporary recipes and scribbles on the front and end pastedowns, 
folios i-ii and 196, and the Lechmere possession of the manuscript from 
the mid-sixteenth century onwards, would argue for a change of 
ownership from Robert Darcye to Richard Lechmere, that is, if Darcye’s 
name is a mark of ownership at all, if the front matter was already 
related to the file at that point in time, and if the file existed in some form 
at the time. 
 The ownership notes in UBN 194 reveal who owned the 
manuscript at various points of its post-medieval history. Sixteenth-
century ownership notes identifying the Lechmeres occur on empty 
spaces throughout the manuscript, e.g., quire endings (fols. 40v, 113v, 
129r, 194r). These notes may argue for a rebinding of the file and 
expansion with several units in the same period, a notion that would 
seem to be corroborated by the several layers of quire signatures and 
catchwords.31 Early eighteenth-century notes by Thomas Lechmere of 
the Middle Temple (d. 1703) and/or his son Charles are on folios 40v and 
194r. Subsequent notes from the nineteenth century reveal how the 
manuscript passed from the Lechmeres to the Coores in the mid-
eighteenth century, and thence to the Coverdales and Dents. In 1864, 
Isabella Frederica Coverdale wrote: 
This book was given (or bequeathed) to my grandmother Anne 
Coore by her cousin Charles Lechmere Esqre together with other 
property – Mrs Coore was the daughter of Richard Lechmere Esqre 
a nephew of Lord Lechmere – who died s. p. [sine prole] This 
book then became the property of Mrs Coores second son, 
Frederick Richard Coore my Father, next of my brother Frederick 
                                                 
30 Bunt, “Two Recipes,” 140. 
31 If we presume the file to have contained units 1, 3, 4, 9, 10, 8, 11 (based on the older layer 
of quire signatures), Richard Lechmere’s note in unit 11 suggests that he was in possession 
of the manuscript in 1553. Lechmere’s notes from the 1550s in the unmarked units 2, 5, 6 
and 7 may suggest that these units did not originally belong to the file but were kept as 
separate booklets. Subsequently, Lechmere may have had the manuscript rebound and 
altered, which meant that one unit between 1 and 3 was removed and unit 2 was added; 
one quire was removed after unit 4 and units 5-7 were added in its place; unit 8 was 
removed from its position between 10 and 11 and placed in its present position. 
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and after the death of all my brothers fell by lot to the share of 
my sister Marianne the wife of Lt. Col. G. Mein & by her was given 
to me, Isabella Frederica Coverdale formerly Tomkyns and eldest 
daughter of F. R. Coore before mentioned. (fol. 187) 
The donation of the manuscript to Isabella Frederica Coverdale by her 
younger sister Marianne is dated to 1855 on folio 60v. Mrs. Coverdale 
showed great interest in her family’s history, witness the many names in 
the excerpt and the emphasis on explicating family relationships. Further 
accounts in her hand of the history of the sixteenth-century Lechmeres 
occur on folios 39v, 40v, 60v and 113v, close to the original sixteenth-
century notes. Despite the late date at which she started piecing 
together the history of the manuscript, Isabella Frederica Coverdale was 
able to retrace its fortunes to the mid-eighteenth century when Anne 
Coore (née Lechmere, d. 1796) inherited the manuscript from Charles 
Lechmere, son of the aforementioned Thomas Lechmere. 
 The note on folio 187v continues in the hand of Isabella Frederica 
Coverdale: Isabella Tomkyns only child of the above named I. F. 
Coverdale and the Rev. John Tomkyns. Rector of Greenford. and great 
granddaughter of Anne Coore d. of Richard Lechmere. On the same 
page, this Isabella Tomkyns, presumably the new owner, added the 
comment I. F. Coverdale died 1867. She also kept adding notes to the 
manuscript, starting with her own marriage: Isabella Tomkyns born 1847 
married. 1870 Henry Francis Dent Capt H. M. 3rd K O [King’s Own] Hussars 
(fol. 188r), followed by a list of children resulting from this marriage. In a 
series of notes from the late 1880s to 1897, she traced the history of the 
Coores and Lechmeres from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century 
on the basis of inscriptions from family vaults and parish church records 
(fols. 192v-3v). Isabella’s final entry reads: 
Thomas son of Fred Coore baptized 1740 died 1821 aged 82 Entry 
Bedale Parish Church 
John Coore brother of above baptized 1741 Bedale Church died 
1805 buried Hendon Middx [Middlesex] married Anne Lechmere 
& lived at Golders Hill Middx her portrait was painted by Romny 
[sic; the painter George Romney, 1734-1802] & is now 1897 in the 
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possession of his Gt granddaughter Isabella Dent of Menethorpe 
Co York (fol. 193v).32 
In this entry, Isabella not only identifies her ancestors but sheds light on 
her own whereabouts as well, illustrating that UBN 194 ended up in 
Yorkshire in 1897, the last known siting of the manuscript before its entry 
into the Nijmegen University Library. 
 These notes together provide a fascinating record of ownership 
because they show how the manuscript was handed from one 
generation to the next and was appropriated as a livre de raison, i.e., a 
“family record book”.33 Thanks to the efforts of Isabella Frederica 
Coverdale and her daughter Isabella Dent (née Tomkyns), the reader of 
UBN 194 does not lose track of the ownership and whereabouts of the 
manuscript at any point between the middle of the sixteenth century 
and the end of the nineteenth, and although some of the historical data 
supplied by them are not entirely accurate, such a continuous, extensive 
and detailed record of ownership is by no means common for a 
medieval manuscript. Indeed, devotional manuscripts are only 
infrequently turned into livres de raison. Though this use of manuscripts is 
typical for the sixteenth century, it not does not usually extend into the 
nineteenth.34 
 How the manuscript ended up in Nijmegen is not known. No 
information is preserved beyond the last entry by Isabella Tomkyns in 
1897 except for a stamp from the Nijmegen University Library and the 
shelf mark HS 194 in pencil on the front pastedown.35 Nijmegen University 
was founded in 1923. The archives of the University and Library were 
destroyed in the allied air-raid on the city in 1944. Since there is no record 
of acquisition in existence, it stands to reason that UBN 194 entered the 
manuscript collection between 1923 and 1944.  
                                                 
32 Huisman, Catalogus, 109, observed that the National Portrait Gallery in London was 
unable to provide her with information on the present whereabouts of the portrait. 
33 Kathleen Ashley, “Creating Family Identity in Books of Hours,” Journal of Medieval and 
Early Modern Studies 32 (2002): 147. 
34 Ashley, “Creating Family Identity,” 147-8, 151-2. See also Duffy’s discussion of late 
medieval and early modern additions to Books of Hours (Marking the Hours. English People 
& Their Prayers 1240-1570 [New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 2006], 81-96.) 
35 The numbering of the manuscripts in the Nijmegen University Library collection does not 
reflect the chronology of acquisition and cannot therefore be of help. 
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  The manuscript was rebound in 1974 by the renowned Sister Lucie 
Gimbrère, OSB, who rebound many medieval manuscripts in Dutch 
collections. The present-day binding of c. 127-31 x 87 mm is a tight back, 
blind-tooled leather covering on oak boards, with two-coloured, braided 
leather endbands and a single front-to-back long-strap fastening with a 
brass pin socket construction.36 The previous binding has been preserved, 
but is not original to the manuscript, as at least two former arrangements 
of the file can be posited on the basis of the quire signatures and the 
ownership notes, i.e., pre-Lechmere and Lechmere bindings.37 The 
previous binding can be dated to the nineteenth century and consists of 
decoratively carved oak boards glued to a leather spine cover, with 
two-coloured short-cut endbands glued to the inside of the spine cover. 
Silver strips line the edges of the wooden boards.38 The original endbands 
had disappeared, possibly as a result of the nineteenth-century 
rebinding and trimming. The previous binding has two layers of combed 
marbled endpapers; the parchment pastedowns of the manuscript in its 
present state were not glued to the boards in the previous binding.39 
Upon removing this binding, Sister Lucie observed three older, double 
sewing supports of twisted thongs sewn in herringbone fashion, which she 
remarked was rather archaic by mid-fifteenth-century standards.40 Sister 
Lucie restored the manuscript to its hypothetical later fifteenth-century 
                                                 
36 The height of the leather-covered boards is 127 mm. The spine is 131 mm in height since 
the braided endbands protrude in imitation of a hypothetical fifteenth-century binding. 
37 Gimbrère, “Rapport over handschrift 194”. 
38 The silver strip around the front board has the maker’s mark HJL, the Sterling .925 standard 
mark, and the London town mark. The silver strip around the back board has the date letter 
c for the year 1878, Queen Victoria’s head in profile, and again the maker’s mark HJL (on 
these marks, see Judith Banister, ed., English Silver Hall-Marks. With Lists of English, Scottish 
and Irish Hall-Marks and Makers Marks [London: Foulsham, 1970], 8-9, 23.) A Henry John Lias 
and son were active in London at the time. Their maker’s mark is HL, not HJL (Banister, 
English Silver Hall-Marks, 83), but HJL was occasionally used by one of them. The date of the 
silver strips may be indicative of the overall date of the previous binding since its overall 
impression appears remarkably modern. 
39 Gimbrère, “Rapport over handschrift 194”. 
40 Ibid. David Pearson, English Bookbinding Styles, 1450-1800. A Handbook (London, 
Newcastle, DE: British Library, Oak Knoll Press, 2005), 24, observed that the use of double 
sewing supports continued “well into the handpress era”, but this applies to slit thongs 
rather than twisted thongs and does not say anything about the sewing technique. 
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state,41 with new herringbone sewing, a tight black leather covering on 
wooden boards slightly larger than the text block, raised bands, blind-
tooled triple fillet frames, braided endbands, and the single long-strap 
fastening. This method of fastening is old-fashioned for a manuscript of 
this age, but Sister Lucie found evidence for its erstwhile existence in the 
form of marks on the pastedowns.42 Sister Lucie is notorious for her tight 
binding technique, and UBN 194 is no exception.43 
 
6.7 CONTENTS 
 
The file of UBN 194 contains twenty-seven texts.44 Some of these texts fill 
an entire unit and are an inseparable whole, while others occupy a few 
pages only or are composite, that is, clusters of like-minded material, 
e.g., prayers or suffrages. Some of these composite texts are rather 
idiosyncratic (collections of suffrages not usually found in a fixed order) or 
more or less standard compositions (the Fifteen Os of St. Bridget, the 
Psalms of the Passion). The contents as a whole can be characterised as 
devotional: the Rosary of Mary, prayers, meditations and suffrages (to 
Mary, God, Jesus, the Crucifix, the Trinity, saints, the Guardian Angel, the 
nine orders of angels, the Sacrament), a litany of Mary, the short and 
long Hours of the Holy Spirit,45 the Abbreviated Psalter of St. Jerome, the 
Psalms of the Passion, the final chapter of the Contemplations of the 
Dread and Love of God, the Psalter of Our Lord, two charms, two Ave 
Marias. These texts can all be used to contemplate the Christian life 
                                                 
41 On the construction of Gothic wooden-board bindings, see John A. Szirmai, The 
Archaeology of Medieval Bookbinding (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 173-284; Derolez, The 
Palaeography, 44-5. 
42 Gimbrère, “Rapport over handschrift 194”. 
43 Connolly, “Unrecorded Verse,” 442, wrote that “MS 194 is in too fragile a state to be 
photographed”, but it would be more accurate to state that UBN 194 is in too tight a state 
to be photographed. 
44 See appendix. 
45 Connolly, “Prayer,” 6, opined that the Hours of the Holy Spirit on folios 61r-72r and 86r-104v 
are one text in “two stints”. However, both texts offer a full set of hours from Matins to 
Compline and they are therefore complete in their own right, one being the short and the 
other the long Hours. 
140 
 
through “pared-down versions of the divine office”, meditative pieces 
and various kinds of prayers in the same way that a Book of Hours could 
be used as “a compendium of popular devotions”.46 
 The language of the texts varies. The majority of set pieces are in 
Latin, such as the Abbreviated Psalter of St. Jerome and the Psalms of 
the Passion, as are most of the prayers and meditations. Some items are 
in the vernacular, such as the prayer to the nine orders of angels, and 
the Psalter of Our Lord that explains and promotes the benefits of 
praying a three-part sequence of Pater Nosters, Ave Marias and verse 
prayers.47 Several texts exhibit code switching, for instance, a mass 
prayer in English with readings from the Scripture in Latin, prayers in 
English with set prayers and psalms in Latin, a rubric in Latin for a text in 
English, or an incipit to explain the purpose of a Latin prayer in English.48 
The contents as a whole are a departure from the (expanded) Books of 
Hours or Primers in that the key texts that define the latter are lacking 
entirely in UBN 194, e.g., (following Sarum Use) the Hours of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary, the Penitential Psalms, the Litany, the Gradual Psalms, the 
Office for the Dead, and the Commendations.49 Instead, the contents of 
UBN 194 are representative of the multilingual prayer books current in 
fifteenth-century England: most of the items in UBN 194 have analogues 
in contemporary devotional manuscripts from England or those intended 
                                                 
46 John Bossy, “Christian Life in the Later Middle Ages: Prayers,” Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society ser. 6, 1 (1991): 140, and Duffy, Marking the Hours, 28, respectively. 
47 Connolly, “Unrecorded Verse,” 442-3, printed the verse texts and opening paragraph of 
the Psalter of Our Lord, but a full edition would be more interesting because no analogues 
have as yet been identified for either the prose explanations or the Psalter of Our Lord in its 
entirety. 
48 An example of the latter is: Say ye this prayer folowyng aftur euery oure of our lady Dulce 
nomen domini nostri Ihesu xpisti. et nomen gloriosissime virginis marie sit benedictum in 
secula seculorum Amen (fol. 186r). In the bottom margin, a contemporary of the scribe 
added: Herto longith grete pardoun. 
49 See Edmund Bishop’s account of the Primer in Henry Littlehales, ed., The Prymer or Lay 
Folks’ Prayer Book. 2 vols. Early English Text Society, o.s., 105, 109 (London: Kegan Paul, 
Trench, Trübner, 1895, 1897), vol. 2, xi-li. See also Duffy, Marking the Hours, 28. On the texts 
surrounding the core material of Books of Hours intended for female ownership, some of 
which are in evidence in UBN 194, see Charity Scott-Stokes, trans., Women’s Books of Hours 
in Medieval England. Selected Texts. Library of Medieval Women (Cambridge: Brewer, 
2006), 5-17. 
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for the English market, e.g., the Burnet Psalter, and manuscripts from San 
Marino’s Huntington Library, Yale’s Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library, and many British libraries. Such prayer books, however, are not 
often as non-homogeneous as the file of UBN 194 in terms of 
construction, though their contents may be just as miscellaneous. 
 The composite nature of the file of UBN 194 and the archaic 
binding technique seem to suggest that this was not a manuscript 
ordered as a single professional, commercial production; and even 
though some of the units were designed to accompany each other 
(units 5 and 7, 10 and 11, possibly units 4 and 6), there is little that 
connects the units except for the devotional content. Since it is unknown 
how the file of UBN 194 was brought together in the first place, it is even 
harder to surmise how the separate units functioned before inclusion in 
the file. The eleven units may have been taken from a number of existing 
manuscripts, or they may have functioned as booklets from the start. 
Units 1 and 4, for example, have their own system of leaf signatures and 
quire signatures that testify to an earlier, independent existence. 
Apparently then, someone in the later fifteenth or early sixteenth century 
collected a number of contemporary, unpretentious units from various 
sources, all designed for the furtherance of religious life through private 
devotion, and bound these (or had these bound). This manuscript was 
subsequently rebound, expanded and the order of the file tampered 
with, possibly in the lifetime or at the instigation of the first Lechmere 
owner, whose record of ownership is noted in various units throughout 
the file. It seems likely that the component booklets of UBN 194 
functioned as collections of pocket-size materials intended for the 
private use of literate or semi-literate lay persons of relatively modest 
means50 – why else the occasional instructions in English to texts in Latin, 
the overall lack of decoration, the brevity of most of the units, and the 
variation in script and grade? Whether the audience was female (the 
putative Margaret) or male, or whether the book or parts of it were 
intended for a family is unknown, but we do know that it resided in family 
                                                 
50 Semi-literate in the sense that the user of UBN 194 could have been literate in English but 
not necessarily needed to have been literate in Latin in order to benefit from the spiritual 
effects of memorizing and reciting Latin devotional texts. 
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ownership for a long period from 1550 onwards. It is hoped that further 
study of UBN 194 will establish the precise relationship between the units 
themselves, between the units and the means by and purpose for which 
they were collected, and between the units and their fifteenth-century 
owners. 
 
6.8 CONCLUSION 
 
The fifteenth-century non-homogeneous, multilingual miscellany UBN 194 
merits closer attention than it has received hitherto on account of its 
method of composition, and its range of meditations, prayers and 
devotional texts in verse and prose. In the past twenty-five years, Bunt 
and Connolly published a small number of items from the manuscript, 
and Huisman provided a summary description of the manuscript. Further 
text editions from UBN 194, particularly of the vernacular texts, will offer 
analogues to material listed in the indices of Middle English verse and 
prose, and will even bring to light texts not yet included in these indices. 
In terms of composition and construction, UBN 194 is a good, if somewhat 
intricate, example of the merging of devotion and lay literacy in 
fifteenth-century England; it presents a tantalising range of accessible 
devotional material in Latin and English, compiled in eleven 
independent units. The level and style of execution of these units is 
modest, and none of the units is illuminated. For these reasons, UBN 194 is 
worthy of inspection because it forms a significant contrast to the more 
deluxe, lavish Books of Hours, Psalters and prayer books that are so often 
the object of study in discussions of late medieval lay devotional culture. 
In addition, the use of UBN 194 as a livre de raison sheds light on the 
continued use of medieval manuscripts in private, family ownership into 
the modern period. 
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APPENDIX: COMPOSITION AND CONTENT OF NIJMEGEN, UNIVERSITY LIBRARY, UBN 19451 
 
Collation formula (asterisks denote caesuras between units): 1-48 (32) * 58 
(40) * 6-710 (60) * 8-128, 134 (104) * 148 plus 1 after 8 (113) * 1510 minus 9 & 
10, 168 (129) * 178, 182 plus 1 after 2 (140) * 198 (148) * 20-28 (172) * 238, 2410 
(190) * 258 minus 1 after 1 & half (vertically) of 6 (196), with 7 as 
pastedown.52 
 
unit collation qs content scribe language 
1 18: 1-8 
28: 9-16 
38: 17-24 
48: 25-32 
a 
b 
c 
d 
Rosary of Mary (1r-12r) A Latin 
Ten prayers to Christ (13r-26v) B English 
& Latin 
Two prayers: to the Trinity and God (26v-31r) C English 
& Latin 
2 58: 33-40  Six suffrages (33r-9r) 
(Ownership notes on folios 39v [s. xix2], 40v [s. 
xvimed., xviiiin., xix2]) 
D Latin & 
English 
3 610: 41-50 
710: 51-60 
g 
h 
Seven suffrages (41r-8r) E Latin 
Litany of Mary (48r-55v) 
Mass prayer (55v-60r) 
(Ownership notes on folio 60v [s. xix2]) 
English 
& Latin 
4 88: 61-8 
98: 69-76 
108: 77-84 
118: 85-92 
128: 93-100 
134: 101-4 
I 
k 
L 
m 
n 
o 
Short hours of the Holy Spirit (61r-72r) F Latin 
Contemplations of the Dread and Love of 
God, chapter AB (72r-81r) 
English 
& Latin 
Prayer to the Guardian Angel (81r-2v); printed 
Connolly, “Prayer”, 14 
English 
& Latin 
Ave Maria (82v) Latin 
Three prayers: to the Guardian Angel, to God 
and to Christ (82v-4r); printed Connolly, 
“Prayer”, 15-16 
Latin 
                                                 
51 Abbreviation: qs = quire signature. 
52 Gimbrère collated quire 15 as 156 plus 2 before 1, which gives the same result but is 
arrived at by an additive rather than a reductive process (“Rapport over handschrift 194”). 
Huisman, Catalogus, 107, collated quire 25 as 256, which is impossible in view of its 
construction and Gimbrère’s analysis of this quire upon rebinding the manuscript. 
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unit collation qs content scribe language 
Prayer of Henry V to the Sacrament (84r-6r); 
printed Connolly, “Prayer”, 16-17 
English 
& Latin 
Long hours of the Holy Spirit (86r-104v) Latin 
5 148 plus 1 after 8: 
105-13 
 Fifteen Os of St. Bridget (105r-13r) 
(Ownership notes on folio 113v [s. xvimed., xix2]) 
G Latin 
6 1510 minus 9 & 10: 
114-21 
168: 122-9 
 Abbreviated Psalter of St. Jerome and prayer 
(114r-29r) 
(Ownership notes on folio 129r [s. xvimed.]) 
H [F?] Latin 
7 178: 130-7 
182 plus 1 after 2: 
138-40 
 Psalms of the Passion (130r-40r) G Latin 
8 198: 141-8 x Psalter of Our Lord (141r-5v); partly printed 
Connolly, “Unrecorded Verse”, 442-3 
I English 
& Latin 
Directions for Praying 11,000 Pater Nosters and 
Ave Marias (145v-6v) 
K English 
Two charms (146v-8v); printed Chardonnens 
and Hebing 
L [K?] English 
& Latin 
Ave Maria (148v) M Latin 
9 208: 149-56 
218: 157-64 
228: 165-72 
q 
r 
Twenty-two prayers (149 blank; 150r-72v) N (150r-
165r) & O 
[N?] 
(165v-
172v) 
Latin & 
English 
10 238: 173-80 
2410: 181-90 
t 
v 
Two prayers to the Trinity (173r-9r); printed 
Connolly, “Unrecorded Verse”, 443-4 
P English 
Directions for antiphon to the Virgin (179r-80r) Latin & 
English 
Prayer to the nine orders of angels (180r-4v) English 
Prayer to Mary (184v-6r) Latin 
Directions for prayer after every hour of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary (186r) 
(Ownership notes on folios 187r-8r [s. xix2]) 
English 
& Latin 
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unit collation qs content scribe language 
11 258 minus 1 after 
1 & half 
(vertically) of 6: 
191-6 
y (Ownership notes on folios 192v-3v [s. xix2], 194r 
[s. xvimed., xviiiin.]; scribbles on folio 196r and 
back pastedown [s. xvi1]) 
  
 
________________________________ 
Additions and emendations to chapter 6 
NB This article is co-authored by László Sándor Chardonnens. His 
contribution to this article mainly lies in the codicological and 
paleographical description of the manuscript found in sections 6.2., 6.3. 
and 6.4 and in the appendix.
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7  
CONCLUSION 
 
7.1 SYNOPSIS 
 
It has been the aim of this dissertation to contextualize the growing 
corpus of Heavenly Letter charms in medieval English sources. Its 
longevity – the Heavenly Letter has been used as a charm in the Latin 
West since the fourth century CE – and its pluriformity make the Heavenly 
Letter an elusive object of study. Perhaps this is why the charm has been 
less well-studied than other charm types. Studies in the field of charms 
have in fact mentioned the Heavenly Letter in passing or have described 
it in more detail,1 but this dissertation constitutes the first concerted effort 
to paint a more complete picture of what exactly Heavenly Letter 
charms are and how, why, when, where, and by whom they were 
copied into medieval books and rolls. Each of the articles that make up 
the body of the dissertation sketches a part of the cultural and material 
backgrounds to this set of texts. Chapters 2 and 3 describe and compare 
the Heavenly Letter charms that have been identified in written 
medieval English sources in terms of their form, function, and 
                                                 
1 Passing references in, e.g., Eamon Duffy, “Two Healing Prayers,” in Medieval Christianity in 
Practice, ed. Miri Rubin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 165-67; Edina Bozoky, 
“Les moyens de la protection privée,” Cahiers de Recherches Médiévales et Humanistes 8 
(2001), accessed July 30, 2013, doi: 10.4000/crm.397. More detailed discussion in, e.g., 
Christopher M. Cain, “Sacred Words, Anglo-Saxon Piety, and the Origins of the Epistola 
salvatoris in London, British Library, Royal 2 A. xx,” Journal of English and Germanic Philology 
108.2 (2009): 168-89; Don Skemer, Binding Words: Textual Amulets in the Middle Ages 
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 96-105. 
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development as a charm type. Chapters 4 and 5 concentrate on the 
material context of the charms. Three examples of Heavenly Letter 
charms are discussed and related to the texts that appear alongside 
them (focus of chapter 4) and the material carriers on which they occur 
(focus of chapter 5). Chapter 6 zooms out further for a more general 
discussion of the (religious) context of verbal charms as they appear in a 
private prayer book of the fifteenth century. As every article contains its 
own conclusion, the present concluding chapter will not reiterate the 
findings study by study. Instead, it takes a bird’s-eye perspective of the 
most important findings. A chronological and a typological overview of 
the text type of Heavenly Letters are presented. Subsequently, the 
transmission and material context of the charm type are discussed. 
Finally, suggestions for further research are given. 
 
7.2 CHRONOLOGICAL OVERVIEW  
 
The foundation for the other studies in this dissertation is laid in chapters 2 
and 3, which discuss the Heavenly Letter charms found in Anglo-Saxon 
sources and those found in late medieval English sources, respectively. 
The earliest instance of a Heavenly Letter charm in an English source is a 
Latin Epistola Salvatoris – a rendering of Christ’s letter to King Abgar of 
Edessa with an added passage explicating the text’s purpose as an 
amuletic charm, which was written down in the Royal prayer book in the 
late eighth or early ninth century. It remains a mystery how the first 
protective Heavenly Letter came to Anglo-Saxon England. According to 
Cain, the apocryphal Christ-Abgar correspondence on which the charm 
builds was spread across Western Europe by means of Rufinus’ fifth-
century Latin translation of Eusebius’ Historia Ecclesiastica. He adds that 
knowledge of the letters had probably reached Western Europe even 
before that time, as can be gleaned from the late-fourth-century 
Itinerarium – a travelogue by the nun Egeria, who visited Edessa on her 
pilgrimage to the Holy Land.2 It stands to reason that the Anglo-Saxons 
learned of the legend via the same sources. Indeed, the ‘original’ part of 
                                                 
2 Cain, “Sacred Words,” 170-73. 
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the Royal Epistola – Christ’s letter without the added passage – is very 
similar to Rufinus’ version. However, the origins of the addition that turns 
Christ’s letter to Abgar into a charm do not lie in any of the 
abovementioned historical sources. In fact, there is no known exemplar 
in England for the Royal Epistola. Cain offers the hypothesis that 
Theodore of Tarsus encountered the Heavenly Letter in Tarsus or Antioch, 
brought a copy of it to England, and subsequently spread its contents 
through his teaching.3 Attractive though it is, this hypothesis is tentative at 
best. Another way in which the Heavenly Letter charm could have 
reached the Anglo-Saxons is via Irish missionaries. As described by 
Jacqueline Borsje, protective as well as non-protective Heavenly Letters 
circulated prolifically in early medieval Ireland.4 The charm could well 
have been brought to England by the Gaelic monks who came to 
convert the Anglo-Saxons in the sixth and seventh centuries.  
In addition to the Epistola in the Royal prayer book, two more 
Heavenly Letter charms have been identified in early medieval English 
sources. These two charms do not belong to the Epistola Salvatoris 
tradition, nor were they based on a shared exemplar, judging by their 
contents, function, and prescribed use. One appears in the eleventh-
century magico-medical manuscript known as Lacnunga, and functions 
as an amuletic cure for diarrhoea. The other can be found in the 
eleventh-century miscellany London, British Library, Cotton Caligula A. xv, 
and functions as a multipurpose incantation that can be used in a 
variety of settings. What distinguishes these two Heavenly Letters from the 
Royal Epistola Salvatoris is their more explicitly bipartite nature: the 
Lacnunga and Caligula Letters consist of an introduction in the 
vernacular, specifying how the charm should be used, and a letter 
proper in other – more exotic or ritualistic – languages. The Epistola, on 
the other hand, seamlessly integrates the letter proper with the 
explanation of its use as a charm. The conclusion that can be drawn is 
that the Anglo-Saxon corpus of Heavenly Letters constitutes a small, 
haphazard collection of texts that have little in common with each other 
                                                 
3 Ibid., 178-81. 
4 Jacqueline Borsje, “Medieval Irish Spells: “Words of Power” as Performance,” in Words: 
Religious Language Matters, ed. Ernst van den Hemel and Asja Szafraniec (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2016), 50. 
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aside from the fact that they introduce themselves as letters of a 
heavenly or holy nature that have the power to protect or heal those 
using them properly. Their origins seem to lie in both the apocryphal 
correspondence between Christ and Abgar, which was certainly known 
to the Anglo-Saxons, and the more general topos of letters falling from 
heaven, which was popular among the Irish in the early Middle Ages.  
The late medieval English corpus described in chapter 3 paints a 
different picture. Heavenly Letter charms began to be copied more 
prolifically: even without taking into account the letters occurring in 
printed books of hours, more than thirty Heavenly Letters have been 
identified in late medieval English sources. The Epistola Salvatoris 
remained in use, but another type of Heavenly Letter became more 
popular: the Prière de Charlemagne. This variant of the Heavenly Letter 
charm claims to have been sent, usually by an angel, to the Emperor 
Charlemagne. Like the two more generic Anglo-Saxon Heavenly Letters, 
the form of the Prière de Charlemagne clearly differentiates between 
introduction and charm proper. The effective part of the charm – the 
letter itself – could be many things: a Crux Christi charm, a list of divine 
names, or an illustration of a so-called holy measurement, such as the 
length of the nails of the passion or Christ’s side wound or the height of 
the Virgin. Protection of pregnant women and women in labour was one 
of the more prominent functions of the charm. The Prière is mentioned for 
the first time, though not included in wording, in the early thirteenth-
century French Chanson du Chevalier au Cygne, in which Charlemagne 
uses the letter as an amuletic means of protection in battle. The first 
attestation of an actual Prière in an English source dates from the middle 
of the thirteenth century, which means that the charm emerged from its 
literary context, transmitted, and translated within half a century. From 
then on, the charm type gained momentum rapidly. Like the early 
medieval English corpus, the late medieval corpus of Heavenly Letter 
charms also contains examples of texts that do not appear to fall under 
the header of Epistolae Salvatoris nor under that of Prières de 
Charlemagne. Typological considerations will be discussed in section 7.3. 
 Heavenly Letter charms did not fade out of existence with the 
waning of the Middle Ages. They continued to be printed in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries as part of prayer books for private use, and 
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Heavenly Letter charms also circulated on separate pieces of 
parchment or paper across Western Europe until well into the twentieth 
century, passed down from parents to children or obtained from 
professional suppliers. William Halliday reports that scraps of paper 
containing the Heavenly Letter charm were found on the bodies of 
dead soldiers during the First World War.5 Some nineteenth-century 
Heavenly Letters state that they need to be copied and spread in order 
to be effective as a means of protection. This has led to the observation 
that Heavenly Letter charms – or Heavenly Letters in general – are the 
predecessor of modern-day chain letters.6 A Dutch version of the Prière 
de Charlemagne still circulates on the internet.7  
 
7.3 TYPOLOGICAL OVERVIEW  
 
One of the more salient questions this dissertation has addresses is how it 
can be determined whether a particular text is a Heavenly Letter charm. 
This question is pertinent because typologies and indexes of charms 
have the interest of modern charm scholarship. Charms are studied not 
as individual texts, but in light of their form, function or mode of 
transmission. The Heavenly Letter, however, is conspicuously absent from 
recent studies.8 This absence could be due to the typological difficulties 
that come with the Heavenly Letter’s status as a charm type. They are 
briefly summarized here.  
                                                 
5 William R. Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle and the Letter of Pope Leo,” 
Speculum 2.1 (1927): 74, n. 2. See also Martyn Lyons, “Celestial Letters: Morals and Magic in 
Nineteenth-Century France,” French History 27.4 (2013): 498, 506-07; Harlinda Lox, “Kaiser 
Karl V. in der flämischen Erzählkultur,” in Erzählkultur: Beiträge zur Kulturwissenschaftlichen 
Erzählforschung. Hans-Jörg Uther zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Rolf W. Brednich (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2009): 263-76. 
6 Lyons, “Celestial Letters,” 507, 512-13. 
7 In de Geest van Gebed, “Gebed tot het Heilig Kruis en Lijden van Onze Heer Jezus 
Christus,” accessed June 11, 2015, 
www.geestvangebed.nl/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=370&Itemid=41. 
8 E.g., Jonathan Roper, English Verbal Charms, FF Communications 288 (Helsinki: 
Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 2005). 
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The corpora introduced in chapters 2 and 3 demonstrate that, in 
spite of the presence of a number of shared features, there is 
considerable variation between the texts. The first discriminating factor 
between Heavenly Letter charms and other charms is their status: the 
Heavenly Letter charm is a verbal charm, which implies that it has a 
certain form and function. Verbal charms are here defined as 
(combinations of) characters, words and sentences, often formulaic and 
sometimes associated with certain objects or actions, that aim to 
influence reality for the better by means of supernatural intervention. 
They allow the charmer to prevent or fix a situation that is not to their 
liking, which usually constitutes healing an injury, curing an illness, or 
protecting oneself or others against medical, social, or supra-individual 
problems. Those texts known as Sunday Letters, for example, also derive 
from heaven but should be distinguished from Heavenly Letter charms, 
as their function is admonitory rather than protective or healing.  
A Heavenly Letter’s function, and therefore its nature as a charm, 
is usually easy enough to recognize: as mentioned above, the majority of 
Heavenly Letter charms consists of a letter proper – the effective part of 
the charm – as well as an introduction stating how and why the charm 
should be used. This is especially true for Prières de Charlemagne, which 
typically feature extensive explanations of the charm’s function and use, 
and in fact get their name not from the contents of the letter, but from 
the mention of Charlemagne in their introduction. Epistolae Salvatoris are 
slightly more problematic in this regard. They, too, are sometimes 
bipartite, with a clear distinction between introduction and letter proper. 
This is the case for the Epistola in the fifteenth-century prayer book 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley 850, which starts with the following 
rubricated line: Who so bereth on him þis write or euery day onys or twies 
sey it or her it agayn all perelles he shall be safe if he beleue in god. The 
letter itself is rendered in Latin, as is the letter proper of every other 
Epistola in the medieval English corpus. However, in some Epistolae the 
distinction is not quite so clear. The Epistola in the Royal prayer book, for 
instance, does not make explicit that it is a charm until the very last line: 
Si quis hanc epistolam secum habuerit secures ambulet in pace. Another 
fifteenth-century prayer book – Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawl. liturg. e3 – 
presents an even more ambiguous case. The rubricated introduction 
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preceding the letter proper is in Latin and gives no indication that the 
text could or should be used as a charm; it simply announces that the 
following text is the letter written by the hands of Christ himself to King 
Abgar. However, if one considers the texts surrounding the letter, it 
becomes less evident that the letter would have no protective function 
whatsoever. It is preceded by a number of petitionary prayers and 
followed by a ‘prayer to the crucifix’ that prevents the person saying it 
devoutly from being accosted by evil and from going to hell after death. 
How, then, will the letter from Christ to Abgar – its contents focussing on 
protection by default – have been interpreted by a fifteenth-century 
reader of the book?  
Assuming that the distinction between charm and non-charm 
can be made, one may wonder what exactly makes a particular charm 
a Heavenly Letter charm. Chapter 3 expounds the path that can be 
taken towards a classification of charms. It is proposed that the presence 
of certain building blocks and their nature – for instance, which formulas 
are used, how the charm should be applied, and what its expected 
results are – could allow for identification of individual charm types. Any 
variation in the presence or nature of the building blocks of a certain 
charm type could point to the existence of multiple subtypes. What 
Heavenly Letter charms have in common, aside from their holy 
provenance, is their multifunctionality. They are not geared towards 
preventing or solving a single medical, natural or social issue. Moreover, 
unlike other charm types that do have a more specific function, 
Heavenly Letters do not demonstrate a semantically meaningful link 
between their content – the motif of a letter coming from heaven or 
having a divine sender – and their function. As charms are often 
categorised according to their function,9 the Heavenly Letter’s 
multifunctional character might hamper its identification.  
Another, perhaps even more important, shared feature among 
Heavenly Letters is that they explicitly present themselves as letters, i.e., 
                                                 
9 E.g., Tatiana Agapkina and Andrei Toporkov, “Charm Indexes: Problems and 
Perspectives,” in The Power of Words: Studies on Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. 
James Kapaló, Éva Pócs and William Ryan (Budapest: Central European University Press, 
2013), 76; Jonathan Roper, “Typologising English and European Charms,” in Charms and 
Charming in Europe, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 128-29. 
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as contents on a material carrier, sent from one place or person to 
another. This is witnessed in both Epistolae Salvatoris and Prières de 
Charlemagne. The emphasis on their materiality classifies Heavenly Letter 
charms in a sense as charm objects, an assumption that is supported by 
the fact that the majority is amuletic.10 The Saint Suzanne or Saint William 
charms against gout are otherwise similar to the Heavenly Letter – they 
were relatively well-known in the later Middle Ages and also claim a 
heavenly provenance – but they do not emphasize their status as written 
texts; they are less frequently amuletic, and often function as oral 
incantations. This sets them apart from the charms that are considered 
Heavenly Letters in this dissertation. The materiality of Heavenly Letter 
charms is further discussed in section 7.4. Ultimately, whether or not all 
charms containing a reference to a heavenly entity or perhaps all 
multifunctional, letter-like charms can be considered a category 
depends on which feature of the charm’s form, contents, or function is 
regarded as most important by the person making the classification. 
All in all, the question of typology remains a difficult one to 
answer. Even if there are some strong patterns to be witnessed in the 
corpora that might allow for the allocation of a charm to a particular 
type or subtype, there are also charms claiming heavenly provenance 
that do not fall into the categories of Epistolae, Prières or Saint William or 
Suzanne charms, for that matter. The Caligula charm, for instance, only 
states that it was brought to Rome by an angel. There is no mention of 
the Christ-Abgar correspondence or of the Emperor Charlemagne. Then 
there is the Lacnunga charm which is not multipurpose, but only 
functions as a cure for diarrhoea. Do these charms make up their own 
subtypes of the Heavenly Letter charm? Even more variation arose in the 
later Middle Ages, most notably in the form of a set of Heavenly Letter 
charms referring to Joseph of Arimathea as the one who found a letter 
written by Christ – a multipurpose amuletic charm – on Christ’s body 
when he was taken down from the cross. It becomes increasingly clear 
that the corpus of Heavenly Letter charms is at odds with a rigid typology 
of charms according to function or purpose. On the one hand, the two 
                                                 
10 For a discussion of the object-like properties of (amuletic) charms, see Borsje, “Medieval 
Irish Spells,” 50-53. 
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distinguished subtypes of Epistolae and Prières become more well-known 
over time and therefore more fixed in terms of form and function. On the 
other, the third group of heterogeneous Heavenly Letters also increases 
in size. One may wonder whether sheer number plays a role here: would 
a modern scholar consider the Joseph of Arimathea letters, for instance, 
a subtype of Heavenly Letter charms, if more of them had been 
identified? It appears that some measure of subjectivity cannot be 
avoided in this matter. 
 
7.4 TRANSMISSION AND MATERIAL CONTEXT 
 
When it comes to the transmission of medieval verbal charms like the 
Heavenly Letter, it should be noted that charm scholarship tends to focus 
on orality.11 Studying charms as part of an oral tradition is not at all 
unjustified. After all, the semantic domain of charms partly overlaps with 
the domain of song, sound and singing; the word ‘charm’ itself ultimately 
originates from Latin carmen – ‘song’. Many of the charms in Anglo-
Saxon sources make this link between charm and song explicit by 
introducing the charm as galdor, which can refer to ‘song’ as well as 
‘incantation’ in a wider sense.12 The Caligula Heavenly Letter charm, for 
example, states that it can be sung, in church, on one’s deathbed, or 
over butter that should then be rubbed on the body. The often 
ceremonial language – whether religious or arcane – of verbal charms 
makes them suitable for performance in a ritualistic setting, with the user 
of the charm singing or chanting certain words, irrespective of the 
language or origin of the words. However, as Heavenly Letter charms 
emphasize their materiality, it could be that they do not logically fall into 
the category of charms addressed in the many studies that deal with the 
orality of these texts. The letter itself – the charm proper – represents a 
                                                 
11 E.g., Leslie K. Arnovick, Written Reliquaries: The Resonance of Orality in Medieval English 
Texts, Pragmatics & Beyond n.s. 153 (Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2006); 
Roper, English Verbal Charms; Lea T. Olsan, “Latin Charms of Medieval England: Verbal 
Healing in a Christian Oral Tradition,” Oral Tradition 7 (1992): 116-42. 
12 Ibid., 116-17. 
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combination of the written words or drawn images that make up the 
contents of the letter on the one hand and the material carrier on which 
they appear on the other. Contents and carrier were produced in 
heaven or at least by a divine entity and then transported to an earthly 
recipient. Heavenly Letters are therefore, by definition, physical objects 
that require a visible text or image of some form. Written transmission has, 
in that sense, been a prerequisite for the survival of any medieval charm, 
but of Heavenly Letter charms in particular.  
 Aside from being transmitted as original parts of different kinds of 
material carriers, Heavenly Letters as well as other charms also feature as 
later additions that were not originally part of the contents of these 
carriers. This is witnessed in composite manuscripts, for instance, which 
frequently contain blank spaces where a text or set of texts ends if this 
text boundary does not coincide with a quire boundary. These blank 
spaces could be considered a by-product of the division of a book into 
booklets. Blank folios also occur in the form of flyleaves, and blank 
spaces may follow texts even if they are not at the end of a quire. Of 
course, the scribe could choose to cut away empty folios,13 but if the 
empty folios were kept in the book or if a folio was only partially empty, 
the blank spaces could also be filled at another point in time with other 
texts that were not originally meant to appear in that particular location. 
Another way by which charms enter medieval books is in the form of 
marginalia.14 Logically, space plays a role here just as it does for charms 
added to the ends of folios or quires: if the margins around a text are 
large enough, the addition of marginalia becomes possible and perhaps 
even obvious. The function of marginalia, however, is not easily 
established. Even though they do not appear to be random additions, 
they certainly do not have the same prominence as the central texts 
                                                 
13 Pamela R. Robinson, “Self-Contained Units in Composite Manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon 
Period,” Anglo-Saxon England 7 (1978): 232-33. 
14 E.g., Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400-
c.1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 276; T. M. Smallwood, “The 
Transmission of Charms in English, Medieval and Modern,” in Charms and Charming in 
Europe, ed. J. Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 17; Lea Olsan, “The 
Marginality of Charms in Medieval England,” in The Power of Words: Studies on Charms and 
Charming in Europe, ed. J. Kapaló, É. Pócs and W. Ryan (Budapest, New York: Central 
European University Press, 2013), 135-64. 
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around which they appear. This may suggest that charms and other texts 
were written down in the margins for later reference or perhaps even for 
later recopying.15 Heavenly Letter charms are not often encountered as 
marginalia. This is perhaps because they are relatively long, consisting of 
an introduction and a charm proper. Their length, especially if they were 
combined with an illustration, would not allow these charms to be written 
down in the confined space of a margin.    
Chapter 5 focuses on the material context of charms by 
investigating how books differ from rolls as carriers of charms. The 
essential difference between medieval books and rolls as carriers of 
charms appears to lie in the kind of unity they constitute. A roll featuring 
charms like the one described in chapter 5 was probably used integrally 
as a physical protective device, making it the epitome of a functional 
unity: the whole of its contents combined with the physical writing 
surface of the roll itself is what defines the use of the roll. A book can 
certainly also make up a thematic unity, but the functional combination 
of contents and materiality is not as strongly present. Instead, books 
containing charms were more likely to have functioned as storehouses of 
information in a less physical sense. The texts, including the charms, could 
be consulted separately, and were also more likely to be perceived as 
such. This would explain why added and deleted texts are more 
commonly found in books than on rolls. The intensity of the usage of rolls, 
especially amulet rolls that were worn on the body, could be one of the 
reasons why relatively few medieval rolls survive. Ultimately, it was not the 
carrier that selected the charm, nor was it the charm that selected the 
carrier. It was an individual’s purpose that determined whether and how 
a charm was to become part of the contents of a particular material 
carrier. 
Finally, chapters 4, 5, and 6 demonstrate how studying individual 
charms in their material and textual context leads to better 
understanding of the way charms were used and perceived. If an 
introduction to a charm in a prayer book is crossed out, for example, as 
                                                 
15 Sarah L. Keefer, “Margin as Archive: The Liturgical Marginalia of a Manuscript of the Old 
English Bede,” Traditio 51 (1996): 147-77; Peter Dendle, “Textual Transmission of the Old 
English “Loss of Cattle” Charm,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 105.4 (2006): 
514-39. 
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in one of the charms discussed in chapter 5, this gives rise to the idea 
that some unease about the use of charms persisted throughout the 
Middle Ages. The charm discussed in chapter 4, in turn, raises questions 
about how a charm relates to its neighbouring texts. The more detailed 
description in chapter 6 of the manuscript featuring that same charm 
proves how less lavish, awe-inspiring books can offer valuable insights 
into late medieval lay devotional culture – not only by examining their 
production and use in the Middle Ages, but certainly also by taking into 
account their use by later owners.  
 
7.5 SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
 
Although research into charms and their cultural, material and linguistic 
context has been carried out for a long time, many studies still focus on 
the corpus of charms existing in a single language, or at least those 
charms appearing in a single language area or in a single historical or 
national setting. This dissertation is no exception. Of course, limiting the 
scope of this kind of study allows for a more detailed inspection of a 
charm type. However, an avenue worth exploring further could be the 
comparison of corpora of Heavenly Letter charms – or, for that matter, 
any charm category – across languages. The charms occurring in Anglo-
Saxon, Welsh, Irish, and Norman-French sources could be taken into 
account, which might answer questions about smaller-scale transmission 
in the early Middle Ages. More ambitiously, a large-scale study of a 
particular charm type’s use and transmission throughout medieval 
Western Europe would shed much needed light on how charms spread 
geographically and how this influenced the structure and function of 
these charms in their various cultural contexts. A larger, multilingual 
corpus of charms might also make it possible to make more confident 
assertions concerning the boundaries of charm types and the 
methodology of classifying charms. By combining this helicopter view 
with small-scale studies of individual charms in their context, knowledge 
of uses and users of particular charms could increase. 
In conclusion, Heavenly Letter charms are worthy of study for a 
myriad of reasons. They can be analysed for their linguistic properties – 
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for instance, their display of code-switching and how this relates to their 
bipartite nature. A folklorist’s perspective may shed more light on those 
who used the charms and how the charms were used. Another alley of 
investigation are the broader issues concerning variation and 
transmission of the text type. Finally, there are the ultimately philological 
questions pertaining to the relation between text and (material) context 
that are raised by this explicitly written type of verbal charm. The present 
dissertation has hopefully paved the way for more research into 
Heavenly Letters in particular and the multifaceted text type of charms in 
general. 
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SAMENVATTING IN HET NEDERLANDS
 
Dit proefschrift behelst een verzameling van studies van de Hemelsbrief 
zoals die circuleerde in middeleeuws Engeland. Hemelsbrieven vormen 
een subtype van tekstuele ‘charms’, oftewel (combinaties van) letters, 
woorden en zinnen die als doel hebben de werkelijkheid te beïnvloeden 
door middel van bovennatuurlijke interventie. Zo zijn er charms die 
gericht zijn op het oplossen van medische problemen als tandpijn en 
koorts, sociale problemen als diefstal en onrecht en grootschalige, supra-
individuele problemen als oorlog en de krachten van de natuur. De 
meeste tekstuele charms die in de Middeleeuwen circuleerden, moesten 
– zoals over het algemeen wordt gespecificeerd in de charm zelf – 
uitgesproken, gezongen of onthouden worden. De teksten zelf werden 
hoogstwaarschijnlijk lang niet altijd begrepen door hun gebruikers, 
aangezien ze bestonden uit niet altijd even logische opeenvolgingen 
van letters, woorden, frases en formules in het Grieks, Latijn, Hebreeuws 
en koeterwaals. De ‘gebruiksaanwijzing’ van een charm werd vaak 
gegeven in een korte volkstalige introductie. Sommige charms moesten 
op het lichaam worden gedragen; deze charms worden ook wel 
amuletten genoemd. De Hemelsbrief is hiervan een voorbeeld. Wat 
Hemelsbrieven verder onderscheidt van andere tekstuele charms is dat 
ze zichzelf expliciet presenteren als geschreven brieven afkomstig uit de 
hemel of van een bovennatuurlijke – hemelse of goddelijke – afzender. 
Daarnaast zijn Hemelsbrieven, in tegenstelling tot veel andere tekstuele 
charms, multifunctioneel: ze zijn niet gericht op het oplossen van een 
enkel probleem, maar kunnen in meerdere situaties als 
beschermingsmiddel worden ingezet.  
Hoewel Hemelsbrieven al vanaf de vierde eeuw opduiken in het 
Latijnse Westen en gedurende de Middeleeuwen in allerlei talen 
gekopieerd werden, zijn ze tot op heden grotendeels aan 
wetenschappelijke aandacht ontsnapt. Er bestaan weliswaar tekstedities 
van afzonderlijke Hemelsbrieven,1 maar de relatie tussen de inhoud en 
                                                 
1 De Hemelsbrief wordt genoemd in bijv. Eamon Duffy, “Two Healing Prayers,” in Medieval 
Christianity in Practice, ed. Miri Rubin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 165-67; 
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functie van deze teksten als groep en de bronnen waarin ze 
overgeleverd zijn is nog weinig belicht. Dit heeft wellicht te maken met 
het feit dat er veel variatie bestaat tussen Hemelsbrieven; binnen het 
corpus van Hemelsbrieven zijn meerdere types te onderscheiden en ook 
binnen deze types zijn er van brief tot brief verschillen in inhoud en 
functie van de charm. Bovendien figureren Hemelsbrieven zowel in 
verschillende soorten boeken – bijvoorbeeld in medische compendia, 
religieuze verzamelhandschriften en composieten, maar ook als 
toevoegingen in de marges van teksten met een heel ander onderwerp 
– als in rollen. Het doel van dit proefschrift is een beeld te schetsen van 
de kenmerken van Hemelsbrieven als charmtype, hun plaats in 
middeleeuwse medische en religieuze praktijken en de materiële 
context waarin ze verschijnen. Dit proefschrift richt zich op de 
teksttraditie van de Hemelsbrief in middeleeuws Engeland. 
 
CHONOLOGISCH OVERZICHT 
In hoofdstuk 2 en 3 worden Hemelsbrieven in respectievelijk 
vroegmiddeleeuwse en laatmiddeleeuwse Engelse bronnen besproken. 
Hiermee wordt de basis gelegd voor de andere studies in dit proefschrift. 
De eerste Hemelsbrief in een Engelse bron is een Latijnse Epistola 
Salvatoris – een weergave van de apocriefe brief die Christus stuurde 
aan Koning Abgar van Edessa om Abgar te genezen van een kwaal die 
hem tergde en om zijn stad te beschermen tegen haar vijanden – met 
een toegevoegde passage, naadloos aansluitend op de brief zelf, 
waarin wordt uitgelegd hoe de tekst als amulet gebruikt kon worden. 
Deze Hemelsbrief is in de late achtste of vroege negende eeuw 
opgeschreven in het Royal gebedenboek dat nu te vinden is in de British 
Library in Londen. Het is onduidelijk hoe dit voorbeeld van de 
                                                                                                                       
Edina Bozoky, “Les moyens de la protection privée,” Cahiers de Recherches Médiévales et 
Humanistes 8 (2001), accessed July 30, 2013, doi: 10.4000/crm.397. Meer gedetailleerde 
informatie is te vinden in bijv. Christopher M. Cain, “Sacred Words, Anglo-Saxon Piety, and 
the Origins of the Epistola salvatoris in London, British Library, Royal 2 A. xx,” Journal of 
English and Germanic Philology 108.2 (2009): 168-89; Don Skemer, Binding Words: Textual 
Amulets in the Middle Ages (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006), 
96-105. 
 
181 
 
Hemelsbrief terechtgekomen is in Angelsaskisch Engeland. Volgens Cain 
heeft Rufinus’ vijfde-eeuwse vertaling van Eusebius’ Historia Ecclesiastica 
ervoor gezorgd dat de apocriefe correspondentie tussen Christus en 
Abgar verspreid werd door West-Europa.2 Zo is de brief waarschijnlijk ook 
bij de Angelsaksen terechtgekomen. Het ‘originele’ deel van de Royal 
Hemelsbrief lijkt inderdaad erg op de versie van Rufinus. Voor het 
toegevoegde gedeelte dat de brief tot een charm maakt, is echter tot 
op heden geen exemplar gevonden. Cain oppert dat Theodorus van 
Tarsus de brief tegenkwam in Tarsus of Antiochië, een kopie meenam 
naar Engeland en vervolgens de inhoud van de brief verspreidde onder 
de leerlingen van zijn school.3 Een andere hypothese luidt dat de 
Hemelsbrief via Ierse missionarissen bij de Angelsaksen aanbelandde. 
Zoals Jacqueline Borsje beschrijft circuleerden in middeleeuws Ierland 
allerlei brieven die beweerden uit de hemel te komen.4 Wellicht is de 
Hemelsbrief bij de Angelsaksen gekomen toen ze door de Ierse 
monniken bekeerd werden in de zesde en zevende eeuw. 
 Naast de Epistola Salvatoris in het Royal gebedenboek zijn in dit 
proefschrift nog twee Hemelsbrieven geïdentificeerd in 
vroegmiddeleeuwse Engelse bronnen. Deze twee Hemelsbrieven 
behoren echter niet tot het subtype van Epistolae Salvatoris, noch lijken 
ze gekopieerd van eenzelfde exemplar, aangezien ze behoorlijk 
verschillen in inhoud, functie en voorgeschreven gebruik. Eén van de 
brieven heeft de functie van een amulet tegen diarree en is te vinden in 
het elfde-eeuwse magisch-medische manuscript dat bekend staat als 
Lacnunga. De andere staat in een elfde-eeuws verzamelhandschrift en 
doet dienst als incantatie die in meerdere situaties voor meerdere 
doeleinden gebruikt kan worden. In tegenstelling tot de Epistola in het 
Royal gebedenboek, bestaan deze twee brieven uit twee duidelijk te 
herkennen delen: een introductie in de volkstaal waarin staat hoe de 
charm gebruikt moet worden en een functioneel gedeelte van de 
charm, dat wil zeggen de brief zelf die geschreven is in meerdere 
                                                 
2 Cain, “Sacred Words,” 170-73. 
3 Ibid., 178-81. 
4 Jacqueline Borsje, “Medieval Irish Spells: “Words of Power” as Performance,” in Words: 
Religious Language Matters, ed. Ernst van den Hemel and Asja Szafraniec (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2016), 50. 
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exotische, ritualistische talen. In conclusie kan gezegd worden dat het 
vroegmiddeleeuwse Engelse corpus van Hemelsbrieven klein is en dat 
een duidelijke gemene deler ontbreekt. Het enige dat de drie 
Hemelsbrieven gemeen hebben is dat ze zichzelf introduceren als 
brieven van een hemelse of heilige aard die gebruikt kunnen worden 
om hun gebruikers te beschermen of genezen. Ze lijken hun oorsprong te 
hebben in de apocriefe correspondentie tussen Christus en Abgar en het 
meer algemene, in middeleeuws Ierland populaire topos van brieven die 
uit de hemel vielen. 
 Het laatmiddeleeuwse corpus beschreven in hoofdstuk 3 schetst 
een ander beeld. Hemelsbrieven werden in de latere Middeleeuwen 
steeds vaker gekopieerd: zelfs zonder Hemelsbrieven in gedrukte 
getijdenboeken mee te rekenen, zijn meer dan dertig Hemelsbrieven 
geïdentificeerd in laatmiddeleeuwse Engelse bronnen. De Epistola 
Salvatoris bleef in gebruik, maar een ander subtype van de Hemelsbrief 
won aan populariteit: de Prière de Charlemagne. Deze variant beweert 
oorspronkelijk gestuurd te zijn naar Karel de Grote. Vaak wordt daarbij 
vermeld dat een engel de boodschapper was. Net als in twee van de 
drie vroegmiddeleeuwse Hemelsbrieven die hierboven zijn besproken, is 
in de Prière de Charlemagne vaak sprake van een tweedeling tussen 
introductie en effectief gedeelte van de charm. De brief – het effectieve 
gedeelte – kon vanalles zijn: een Crux Christi charm, een lijst met heilige 
namen of een illustratie van een zogenoemde heilige lengtemaat, 
bijvoorbeeld de lengte van de spijkers waarmee Christus aan het kruis is 
genageld of de lengte van de Heilige Maagd. Bescherming van 
zwangere vrouwen en vrouwen tijdens de bevalling is een van de meest 
prominente functies van deze variant van de Hemelsbrief. De Prière 
wordt voor het eerst genoemd in het vroeg dertiende-eeuwse Franse 
Chanson du Chevalier au Cygne, waarin Karel de Grote de brief 
gebruikt als amulet als hij ten strijde trekt. Het eerste voorbeeld van een 
‘echte’ Prière die ook daadwerkelijk als charm gebruikt kon worden 
dateert van het midden van de dertiende eeuw, wat betekent dat de 
tekst in het bestek van een halve eeuw uit zijn literaire context is 
gehaald, overgeleverd werd en vertaald werd naar het Engels. Vanaf 
dat moment werd de charm snel populair. Net als het 
vroegmiddeleeuwse corpus, bevat het laatmiddeleeuwse corpus 
183 
 
voorbeelden van Hemelsbrieven die niet onder een bepaald subtype 
lijken te vallen. Hieronder worden hiermee samenhangende 
typologische overwegingen besproken.  
Het einde van de Middeleeuwen betekende niet het einde voor 
de Hemelsbrief. Ook in de zestiende en zeventiende eeuw circuleerde 
de brief in gedrukte getijdenboeken en op losse stukken perkament en 
papier die tot in de twintigste eeuw opdoken, doorgegeven van ouder 
op kind of gekocht van handelaars. William Halliday vertelt dat stukjes 
papier met daarop een Hemelsbrief werden gevonden op de lichamen 
van soldaten tijdens de Eerste Wereldoorlog.5 Er zijn ook negentiende-
eeuwse Hemelsbrieven die aangeven dat ze gekopieerd en verspreid 
moeten worden om hun functie te vervullen. Dit heeft geleid tot de 
observatie dat Hemelsbrieven wellicht de voorgangers waren van 
hedendaagse kettingbrieven.6 Een Nederlandse versie van de Prière de 
Charlemagne circuleert nog steeds op het internet.7 
 
TYPOLOGISCH OVERZICHT 
Eén van de meest prangende vragen die gesteld worden in dit 
proefschrift is hoe bepaald kan worden of een tekst een Hemelsbrief is. 
Het belang van deze vraag wordt onderstreept door het feit dat recent 
onderzoek naar charms zich in grote mate richt op het typologiseren en 
categoriseren van charms. Ze worden niet langer alleen bestudeerd als 
individuele teksten, maar ook in het licht van hun verschijningsvorm en 
functie en de manier waarop ze overgeleverd zijn. De Hemelsbrief 
                                                 
5 William R. Halliday, “A Note upon the Sunday Epistle and the Letter of Pope Leo,” 
Speculum 2.1 (1927): 74, n. 2. See also Martyn Lyons, “Celestial Letters: Morals and Magic in 
Nineteenth-Century France,” French History 27.4 (2013): 498, 506-07; Harlinda Lox, “Kaiser 
Karl V. in der flämischen Erzählkultur,” in Erzählkultur: Beiträge zur Kulturwissenschaftlichen 
Erzählforschung. Hans-Jörg Uther zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Rolf W. Brednich (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2009): 263-76. 
6 Lyons, “Celestial Letters,” 507, 512-13. 
7 In de Geest van Gebed, “Gebed tot het Heilig Kruis en Lijden van Onze Heer Jezus 
Christus,” accessed June 11, 2015, 
www.geestvangebed.nl/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=370&Itemid=41. 
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ontbreekt echter in recente studies.8 Dit kan te wijten zijn aan de 
typologische moeilijkheden die gepaard gaan met het beschrijven van 
de Hemelsbrief als charmtype. Hieronder wordt hierop kort ingegaan. 
 De corpora die beschreven worden in hoofdstuk 2 en 3 tonen 
aan dat er, ondanks de aanwezigheid van wat gedeelde kenmerken, 
veel variatie is tussen Hemelsbrieven onderling. De vraag dient zich aan 
wat een bepaalde charm tot een Hemelsbrief maakt. In hoofdstuk 3 
wordt toegelicht hoe tot een classificatie van charms gekomen kan 
worden. Voorgesteld wordt dat charmtypes geïdentificeerd kunnen 
worden aan de hand van de aanwezigheid van bepaalde bouwstenen 
en hun aard, bijvoorbeeld welke formules gebruikt worden, hoe de 
charm ingezet moet worden en wat de verwachte resultaten zijn. 
Variatie in de aanwezigheid of de aard van dit soort elementen waaruit 
charms zijn opgebouwd kan duiden op het bestaan van meerdere 
subtypes van een bepaald charmtype. Wat Hemelsbrieven gemeen 
hebben, afgezien van hun hemelse oorsprong, is hun multifunctionaliteit. 
Ze zijn niet gericht op het voorkomen of oplossen van een enkel 
probleem. Bovendien is er, zoals bij andere charmtypes wél het geval is, 
geen duidelijke semantische relatie tussen de inhoud van de Hemelsbrief 
en haar functie. Aangezien charms meestal worden ingedeeld op basis 
van functie,9 zou de multifunctionaliteit van de Hemelsbrief haar 
identificatie wellicht in de weg kunnen staan.   
 Een ander in het oog springend kenmerk van Hemelsbrieven is 
dat ze zichzelf expliciet presenteren als brieven, dat wil zeggen: inhoud 
op een materiële drager die van de ene persoon naar de andere is 
gestuurd. In zekere zin zijn Hemelsbrieven daardoor per definitie 
objecten: hun materialiteit wordt altijd benadrukt door hun status als 
brief. Dit verklaart wellicht waarom het overgrote merendeel van de 
                                                 
8 Bijv. Jonathan Roper, English Verbal Charms, FF Communications 288 (Helsinki: 
Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 2005). 
9 Bijv. Tatiana Agapkina and Andrei Toporkov, “Charm Indexes: Problems and 
Perspectives,” in The Power of Words: Studies on Charms and Charming in Europe, ed. 
James Kapaló, Éva Pócs and William Ryan (Budapest: Central European University Press, 
2013), 76; Jonathan Roper, “Typologising English and European Charms,” in Charms and 
Charming in Europe, ed. Jonathan Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 128-29. 
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Hemelsbrieven in middeleeuwse Engelse bronnen amuletisch is.10 Hoewel 
er ook andere charms zijn die beweren afkomstig te zijn uit de hemel, 
benadrukken alleen Hemelsbrieven hun status als geschreven tekst op 
een tastbare tekstdrager.  
 Uiteindelijk blijft de typologische kwestie lastig te interpreteren. 
Hoewel er duidelijke patronen te zien zijn binnen het corpus van 
Hemelsbrieven die rechtvaardigen dat een charm tot een bepaald 
subtype wordt gerekend, zijn er ook Hemelsbrieven die onder geen van 
de subtypes lijken te vallen. Kan nu gesteld worden dat deze charms hun 
eigen subtype vormen? In de latere Middeleeuwen werd de Hemelsbrief 
op steeds grotere schaal gekopieerd en verspreid, waardoor ook meer 
variatie ontstond. Het wordt steeds duidelijker dat het corpus van 
Hemelsbrieven niet strookt met een rigide typologie van charms op basis 
van functie of doel. Aan de andere kant is te zien dat de twee subtypes 
van de Hemelsbrief – de Epistola en de Prière – steeds meer bekendheid 
genoten en daardoor ook steeds vastomlijnder werden in hun vorm en 
functie. Men kan zich afvragen of aantallen hier van doorslaggevend 
belang zijn: zou een charmonderzoeker een bepaalde groep charms als 
subtype beschouwen als er meer van geïdentificeerd waren? Het lijkt 
erop dat een zekere mate van subjectiviteit onontkoombaar is.  
 
OVERLEVERING EN MATERIËLE CONTEXT 
Studies naar de overlevering van charms richten zich vaak op oraliteit.11 
Dit is niet verwonderlijk, aangezien het semantisch domein van charms 
deels overlapt met dat van zang en klank; het woord ‘charm’ komt van 
het Latijnse carmen, wat ‘lied’ betekent. Veel van de charms in 
vroegmiddeleeuwse bronnen maken de relatie tussen charm en lied 
expliciet door de charm te introduceren als galdor, wat kan refereren 
                                                 
10 Voor een bespreking van de materiële, object-achtige eigenschappen van amuletische 
charms, zie Borsje, “Medieval Irish Spells,” 50-53. 
11 Bijv. Leslie K. Arnovick, Written Reliquaries: The Resonance of Orality in Medieval English 
Texts, Pragmatics & Beyond n.s. 153 (Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2006); 
Roper, English Verbal Charms; Lea T. Olsan, “Latin Charms of Medieval England: Verbal 
Healing in a Christian Oral Tradition,” Oral Tradition 7 (1992): 116-42. 
186 
 
naar zowel ‘lied’ als ‘incantatie’.12 De ceremoniële taal die vaak 
gebezigd wordt in charms maakt ze geschikt voor uitvoering in een 
ritualistische context, waarbij de gebruiker van de charm bepaalde 
woorden zingt of ‘chant’, zonder echt na te denken over de betekenis 
of origine van de woorden. Hemelsbrieven benadrukken echter hun 
materialiteit en vallen daardoor niet zonder meer in de categorie van 
charms die centraal staan in studies naar de oraliteit van deze teksten. 
De charm bestaat uit een combinatie van aan de ene kant het 
geschreven woord of getekende afbeeldingen die de inhoud van de 
brief vormen en aan de andere kant de materiële drager waarop ze 
verschijnen. Inhoud en drager zijn geproduceerd in de hemel of in ieder 
geval door een hemelse entiteit en daarna naar een aardse ontvanger 
gebracht. Hierdoor zijn Hemelsbrieven per definitie fysieke, tastbare 
objecten waarop bepaalde inhoud zichtbaar is. In die zin is schriftelijke 
overlevering een voorwaarde geweest voor het voortbestaan van de 
Hemelsbrief. 
 Hemelsbrieven zijn niet alleen overgeleverd als originele 
elementen in verschillende soorten materiële dragers, maar ook als 
latere toevoegingen aan deze dragers. Dit is bijvoorbeeld te zien in 
composieten, die vaak lege ruimtes bevatten na het einde van een 
tekst als dit teksteinde niet samenvalt met het einde van een katern. Ook 
op andere plekken in een boek komen lege ruimtes voor. Als deze lege 
ruimtes zich niet uitstrekten over hele bladzijden en dus niet 
weggesneden konden worden door kopiïsten, konden ze gevuld worden 
met inhoud die oorspronkelijk niet op die plek zou verschijnen. Charms 
zijn ook als marginalia te vinden in middeleeuwse boeken.13 Logischerwijs 
speelt ruimte hier een rol, net als bij het toevoegen van charms aan het 
einde van bladzijden of katernen: als de marges om een tekst groot 
                                                 
12 Ibid., 116-17. 
13 Bijv. Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400-
c.1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 276; T. M. Smallwood, “The 
Transmission of Charms in English, Medieval and Modern,” in Charms and Charming in 
Europe, ed. J. Roper (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 17; Lea Olsan, “The 
Marginality of Charms in Medieval England,” in The Power of Words: Studies on Charms and 
Charming in Europe, ed. J. Kapaló, É. Pócs and W. Ryan (Budapest, New York: Central 
European University Press, 2013), 135-64. 
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genoeg zijn, wordt het toevoegen van marginalia mogelijk of misschien 
zelfs voor de hand liggend. Hoewel marginalia niet dezelfde prominentie 
hebben als teksten die op het midden van de bladzijde geplaatst zijn, 
zijn ze meestal ook niet volledig lukraak op een bepaalde plek 
terechtgekomen. Het is mogelijk dat dit soort charms in de marge zijn 
opgeschreven zodat ze later opnieuw opgezocht of gekopieerd konden 
worden.14 Hemelsbrieven komen niet vaak voor in de marges van 
andere teksten. Waarschijnlijk zijn ze hiervoor simpelweg te lang.  
 Hoofdstuk 5 richt zich op de materiële context van charms door 
te onderzoeken hoe boeken verschillen van rollen als dragers van 
charms. Het essentiële verschil lijkt te liggen in het soort eenheid dat ze 
vormen. Een rol met charms zoals die beschreven in hoofdstuk 5 werd 
waarschijnlijk integraal gebruikt als fysiek beschermingsmiddel. Dit maakt 
een dergelijke rol een functionele eenheid bij uitstek: het geheel van de 
inhoud gecombineerd met het fysieke schrijfoppervlak definieert het 
gebruik van de rol. Een boek kan ook een thematische eenheid vormen, 
maar de functionele combinatie van inhoud en materialiteit is minder 
sterk aanwezig. Het is denkbaar dat boeken met charms daarentegen 
functioneerden als opslagplekken van informatie, waarbij de combinatie 
van inhoud en materialiteit een minder grote rol speelde; bepaalde 
inhoud moest simpelweg ergens bewaard worden. De teksten in een 
boek, inclusief de charms, konden afzonderlijk geraadpleegd worden en 
werden waarschijnlijk ook meer dan in rollen als afzonderlijke eenheden 
gezien. Dit zou verklaren waarom in boeken vaker teksten weggestreept 
en toegevoegd werden dan in rollen. De intensiteit van het gebruik van 
rollen, met name amuletrollen die op het lichaam werden gedragen, 
kan een reden zijn waarom relatief weinig middeleeuwse rollen de tand 
des tijds hebben doorstaan. Uiteindelijk was het niet de drager die 
bepaalde welke charm werd opgeschreven, noch was het de charm 
die bepaalde welke drager haar context vormde. Het was het doel dat 
de gebruiker van de charm voor ogen had dat bepaalde of en hoe een 
charm opgeschreven zou worden op een bepaalde materiële drager. 
                                                 
14 Sarah L. Keefer, “Margin as Archive: The Liturgical Marginalia of a Manuscript of the Old 
English Bede,” Traditio 51 (1996): 147-77; Peter Dendle, “Textual Transmission of the Old 
English “Loss of Cattle” Charm,” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 105.4 (2006): 
514-39. 
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 Hoofdstuk 4, 5 en 6 demonsteren tot slot hoe het bestuderen van 
individuele Hemelsbrieven in hun materiële en textuele context leidt tot 
inzicht in de manier waarop charms werden gezien en gebruikt. Een 
doorgestreepte introductie van een charm, bijvoorbeeld, duidt wellicht 
op terughoudendheid met betrekking tot het gebruik van charms. Het 
voorkomen van een charm in een gebedenboek, zoals beschreven in 
hoofdstuk 4, roept vragen op over hoe een charm zich verhoudt tot de 
teksten om haar heen. De gedetailleerde beschrijving in hoofdstuk 6 van 
datzelfde gebedenboek laat zien dat minder luxueuze, 
ontzagwekkende boeken evenveel waardevolle inzichten kunnen 
bieden in laatmiddeleeuwse lekendevotie. Hopelijk heeft dit proefschrift 
de weg vrijgemaakt voor meer onderzoek naar Hemelsbrieven in het 
bijzonder en het veelzijdige teksttype van charms in het algemeen.
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